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Abstract 
The femme fatale of North American film noir has attracted considerable attention from 
feminists, film scholars, and psychoanalytic theorists over the decades. However, despite the 
large body of scholarly research on the figure, a number of gaps and limitations exist in the 
field that have been overlooked to date. Firstly, interest in the deadly woman has, for the 
most part centred on the classic film noir era of the 1940s and1950s and neo-noir of the 
1980s and1990s. There is a noticeable lack of scholarly attention to the femme fatale as she 
appears on screen in the new millennium. Secondly, there is a conspicuous absence of 
feminist enquiry into the figure through critical engagement with dominant postfeminist 
discourse. This is despite the fact that postfeminism emerged on the cultural landscape 
around the same time as the deadly woman regained popularity in neo-noir. The third 
limitation is that lethal sexuality has been aligned with the femme fatale, meaning other 
incarnations of the figure, namely the fille fatale and homme fatal have been almost entirely 
overlooked. This is particularly true of the fatal man. Though the presence of this character is 
recognised in noir scholarship, very little analysis of the figure has been done, especially 
from a socio-cultural perspective that takes account of historical and cultural factors rather 
than offering predominantly psychoanalytic interpretations. Similarly, while the deadly girl 
has received some academic attention, this is negligible in relation to the mounting popularity 
of the figure since the 1990s and the overwhelming centrality of girls in postfeminist popular 
culture.    
This project addresses the lack of research on the contemporary and alternative 
manifestations of the fatale figure in film noir by locating the postmillennial femme fatale, 
fille fatale, and homme fatal in relation to their historical precursors and in relation to current 
critical debates about dominant postfeminist discourse. The aim of this is to provide an up-to-
date, more sophisticated and inclusive analysis of the character, expanding on both film 
scholarship on noir and feminist scholarship on postfeminism, subjectivity, and 
representation. I begin by drawing on the work of noir scholars including Foster Hirsch and 
Mark Jancovich in order to provide a contextual foundation for this thesis by establishing 
what constitutes the femme fatale of classic film noir. I also trace the figure back to earlier 
incarnations of the vamp and the female vampire of Gothic literature with a view to 
establishing archetypal patterns of portrayal. I then establish what is meant by postfeminism 
and the ways in which a critical interrogation of dominant postfeminist discourse can add to 
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the field of research on the fatale figure. In the process I engage with theorists such as Angela 
McRobbie and Yvonne Tasker whose scholarly work is significant to understanding what 
constitutes postfeminism and the way it interacts with creative mediums such as film. 
Following this I analyse a number of key English-language cinematic texts produced mainly 
in North America since 2000 including, but not limited to, Jane Campion’s In the Cut (2003), 
David Slade’s Hard Candy (2005), Atom Egoyan’s Chloé (2009), and Park Chan-wook’s 
Stoker (2013), with a view to establishing the various ways that these films engage with, and 
in some instances, actively critique dominant postfeminist discourse.  
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Introduction 
Beyond the Limits of Noir Scholarship 
According to film theorist Sarah Projansky (13), screen media has functioned, to varying 
degrees, as an important medium for dominant postfeminist discourse since its emergence 
and I argue that American film noir is no exception. The femme fatale of film noir is a 
dominant character that has attracted considerable scholarly attention over the decades since 
1955 when French film critics Raymond Borde and Étienne Chaumeton defined the figure as 
a “new type of woman” (22), one who is as fatal for herself as she is to those who become 
entangled in her schemes. To date, interest in the fatale figure has, for the most part, centred 
on two cinematic cycles. Firstly, the classic film noir era of the 1940s and 1950s. Feminists, 
film scholars, and psychoanalytic theorists including, but by no means limited to, Mary Ann 
Doane, Janey Place, Joan Copjec, and E. Ann Kaplan are well known for their innovative 
critiques of the femme fatale, defining what constitutes the dark lady and establishing that the 
figure is representative of deep-seated patriarchal anxieties stemming from cultural shifts in 
gender dynamics taking place in society at the time. The valuable work of theorists such as 
Doane and Place will be explored in the first chapter of the thesis. The second cinematic 
cycle to attract significant scholarly debate is 1980s and 1990s neo-noir. 
Neo-noir is the term most commonly applied to classic noir’s successor, although expressions 
such as “post-noir noir,” “postclassic noir,” and “nouveau noir” have also been applied 
(Hirsch “Detours” 4). Focusing on films made in the US, there are generally conceived to be 
two cycles of production.
1
 The first takes place from around the mid-1960s through to the 
mid-1970s (Bould et al. 9). This period includes films such as Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur 
Penn, 1967), Klute (Alan J. Pakula, 1971), Play Misty For Me (Clint Eastwood, 1971), and 
Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976). This cycle also includes period films like Roman 
Polanski’s Chinatown (1974), as well as re-creations of classic films noir including Don 
Siegel’s 1964 remake of Robert Siodmak’s The Killers (1946), and Dick Richards’ Farewell, 
My Lovely (1975), which is based on Raymond Chandler’s 1940 novel of the same name and 
was previously adapted for the screen in the form of Edward Dmytryk’s Murder, My Sweet 
(1944).  
                                                          
1
 While classic noir is considered to be an American phenomenon, neo-noir is distinctly multinational. For 
example, Spanish director Pedro Almodóvar, French director Gaspar Noé, and Korean director Chan-wook Park 
have all produced films that are regarded as neo-noir. 
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The second production cycle of neo-noir emerges in the early 1980s with Bob Rafelson’s 
1981 version of Tay Garnett’s 1946 noir The Postman Always Rings Twice (adapted from 
James. M. Cain’s 1934 novel of the same name) and Lawrence Kasdan’s Body Heat (1981), 
which is a film commonly regarded as a remake of Billy Wilder’s 1944 noir Double 
Indemnity (Bould et al. 4; Tasker “Working Girls” 118). Although the deadly woman is 
present in 1960s and1970s noir, for instance Evelyn Draper (Jessica Walter) in Play Misty 
For Me, the 1980s and moreover the 1990s, marks a widespread return of the femme fatale on 
screen (Stables 164). By and large, enquiry into this production era has centred on a cluster of 
texts featuring extremely dangerous and highly eroticised fatal women in films such as Body 
Heat, Paul Verhoeven’s Basic Instinct (1992), Uli Edel’s Body of Evidence (1993), and John 
Dahl’s The Last Seduction (1994). Film theorists including Kate Stables, Linda Ruth 
Williams, and Jacinda Read have determined that the fatal women in these noirs, like their 
predecessors, function as an expression of male paranoia. In this instance the character is 
argued to operate as a patriarchal response to the increased power and autonomy availed to 
women in the wake of second wave feminist activism of the 1960s and 1970s.  
However, despite this large body of academic research on the femme fatale there are a 
number of gaps and limitations in the field, which this thesis aims to address. The first is a 
conspicuous lack of interest in the figure as she is presented on screen in the new millennium. 
This is perhaps in part reflective of the limits of psychoanalytic theory as a tool for analysis 
and an unspoken premise that, in terms of inherent psychosexual fears, there is little else of 
significance to unearth. But if this is the case, then the complex interaction between 
psychoanalysis and other socio-cultural factors influencing character representation has to 
date been undervalued. This leads to the second, more significant limit of current research 
into the femme fatale — that being the lack of feminist enquiry into the figure via a critical 
engagement with dominant postfeminist discourse. This is despite the fact that postfeminism 
emerged on the cultural landscape around the same time as the 1980s and1990s neo-noir 
fatale became popular. 
There are some exceptions to this statement, such as research by film theorists such as Julia 
Pidduck, who argues that psychopathic women, like those found in the noir Basic Instinct, 
can be seen as a manifestation of a retaliation against feminism. This is detailed by journalist 
Susan Faludi in her now well-known book Backlash: The Undeclared War Against Women 
(1991), in which she argues that postfeminist discourse is designed as a backlash against 
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feminism (Pidduck 66). However, not only has Faludi’s thesis been developed considerably 
since her book was first released, but Pidduck’s contention is confined to the parallels 
between the femme fatale and the maniacal Alex Forrest (Glenn Close) in Adrian Lyne’s 
1987 thriller Fatal Attraction — a film that Faludi draws on to demonstrate her argument.2 
Here the emphasis is on themes of traditionalism and the vilification of the independent 
career woman (also see film theorist Amelia Jones’ “She Was Bad News” 297–320 where 
Alan J. Pakula’s 1990 noir thriller Presumed Innocence is explored in relation to backlash 
ideology). Hence, the second limitation in the literature to date is that the femme fatale has 
not been examined in relation to the broader complexities of postfeminist discourse, 
particularly in relation to sexual identity, aging, employment, and race. By providing an up-
to-date analysis of the fatale and by locating the figure within these wider discussions about 
postfeminism, this thesis provides an innovative analysis of the character that expands on 
current debate; both in terms of film scholarship on noir and feminist scholarship on 
postfeminism, subjectivity, and representation. Additionally, by engaging in an alternative 
approach to understanding the femme fatale, this project also sheds new light on the 
underlying socio-cultural implications of the character as she was represented in classic film 
noir.   
As Doane (1–3) argues, the deadly woman is one of the oldest and most persistent 
incarnations, her origins traceable through centuries of art and literature. With the advent of 
film, the figure was quick to appear in silent cinema in the form of the vamp and the diva, 
before emerging as the manipulative and elusive femme fatale of noir. The continuance of the 
character has led scholars such as Doane to question why she is so persistently popular. As 
such academic enquiry has inclined to focus on the deadly woman. Consequently other 
manifestations of the figure, namely the fille fatale and homme fatal have tended to be 
overlooked.
3
 This is the third limitation to current theory that I address in this thesis. 
Although the deadly girl has received some academic attention, this is negligible in relation 
to both the mounting popularity of the figure in noir from the early 1990s onwards, and in 
respect to the overwhelming centrality of girls in popular culture as a whole. As girlhood 
                                                          
2
 Although Fatal Attraction is not a noir in itself, both the film and the character Alex have had a significant 
formative influence on many neo-noirs released after it.  
3
 The fourth manifestation of the fatal – the garçon has not been included in this thesis due to the marked 
absence of fatal young men in American noir. Characters such as Tom Ripley (Matt Damon) in Anthony 
Minghella’s 1999 cinematic remake of Patricia Highsmith’s novel The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955), come close, 
however, although Tom is young he is very much an adult.  
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theorist Anita Harris observes, since the 1990s, young women are increasingly emerging as 
new heroes of popular culture (“All About” xvii). 
However, lack of scholarly interest in alternative forms of fatales is particularly pronounced 
in regard to the fatal man. Though noir scholarship recognises the presence of this 
persistently popular figure, very little analysis of the homme fatal has been done, particularly 
in terms of the socio-cultural significance of the character. While there is a large body of 
research in the field of masculinity studies (see the work of Tim Edwards, R. W. Connell, 
Philip Butterss, and David Buchbinder for example), in regard to feminist enquiry into male 
representations in mainstream postfeminist culture, the area has tended to be neglected. This 
is despite the fact that scholars such as Tania Modleski and Hannah Hamad have established 
that male depictions can reveal as much about the underlying agenda of dominant 
postfeminist discourse as female representations can. Given the limits of research into the 
postfeminist man, the analysis of the homme fatal undertaken in this thesis contributes 
significantly to an understanding of the way that postfeminist discourse operates to 
undermine the gains of feminism via male representations in different cinematic genres. 
Furthermore, by expanding an analysis of the postmillennial fatal(e) to include the fille and 
homme, this thesis offers a more holistic and sophisticated understanding of the figure.  
Defining Noir 
Film noir has variously been described as a genre, a style, a movement, a mood, a tone, a 
period, and a transgeneric phenomenon (Spicer 24; Naremore 9). For the purpose of this 
thesis I will confine my description to either a style or a genre. The term film noir (or black 
film) was first used retrospectively by French cinéaste and critic Nino Frank to describe a 
series of Hollywood thrillers released in Paris during 1946. Borde and Chaumeton (17) 
identify these films as comprising of John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon (1941), Dmytryk’s 
Murder, My Sweet, Otto Preminger’s Laura (1944), Wilder’s Double Indemnity, and Fritz 
Lang’s The Woman in the Window (1944). This is just a small selection from the plethora of 
thrillers released in the1940s and 1950s that stand out in that they have in common what 
Borde and Chaumeton describe as “a strange and violent tone, tinged with a unique kind of 
eroticism” (17). It is this unique atmosphere, coupled with a set of similar narrative, stylistic, 
and thematic motifs that make these productions distinct from films distributed prior to 
World War II. Other examples (that are also discussed in this thesis) include Robert 
Siodmak’s The Phantom Lady (1944), Edgar G. Ulmer’s Detour (1945), Fritz Lang’s Scarlet 
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Street (1945), Michael Curtiz’ Mildred Pierce (1945), Siodmak’s The Killers, Orson Welles’ 
The Lady From Shanghai (1947), Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard (1950), and Fritz Lang’s 
The Blue Gardenia (1953), to name but a few. 
 
While the boom period for film noir was the mid-1940s, there is some debate about when the 
cycle actually ended. For example, critics such as Paul Schrader (214) contend that it can be 
stretched no further than Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil in 1958. Other scholars, for instance 
Amir Karimi, delimit the era from 1941 to 1949 (see Hirsch “Dark Side” 10). Whereas film 
theorist Mark Bould argues that classic noir did not begin to peter out until the early 1960s 
with films such as Samuel Fuller’s Shock Corridor (1963) and The Naked Kiss (1964). 
However, despite the differing opinions as to when classic noir concluded, The Maltese 
Falcon (adapted from Dashiell Hammett’s 1930 novel of the same name) is generally 
conceived to herald the beginning of the production cycle; as Alain Silver argues in his 
introduction to the Film Noir Reader: “If observers of film noir agree on anything, it is on the 
boundaries of the classic period, which begins in 1941 with The Maltese Falcon” (11). Where 
this statement certainly holds true for the vast majority of noir scholars and critics, there is 
some suggestion that Boris Ingster’s 1940 thriller Stranger on the Third Floor precedes The 
Maltese Falcon as the first film noir (see Bould 3 and Porfirio 78). I also argue that the main 
classic noir cycle began with Stranger on the Third Floor. I will build on this discussion 
further in Chapter Five where I contend that an expansion of noir scholarship to incorporate 
the homme fatal requires the rethinking of the parameters of what constitutes the style, thus 
necessitating the inclusion of Stranger on the Third Floor as part of the main cycle of film 
noir. 
 
Differing opinions as to which films do, and do not, fit within the parameters of film noir 
aside, the style is immediately distinguishable. Film critics such as Paul Schrader (56–7) have 
identified a number of key filming techniques that are quintessential to noir. These include 
scenes that are overwhelmingly lit for night, with dark, empty streets and alleys that are 
almost always glistening with rain. Lighting is typically low-key, from a single source (in 
contrast to the high-key lighting that dominated the 1940s), creating hard edged shadows and 
oblique vertical lines, which splinter the screen or create odd shapes — jagged trapezoids, 
obtuse triangles, and vertical slits. Stark illumination is enhanced by the prominent use of 
expressionist camera angles and wide angle-lenses. The sound score is minatory and dramatic 
and the prevailing mood is one of hopelessness that is reinforced by fractured storylines 
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focusing on fatalistic nightmare predicaments, psychologically disturbed anti-heroes and an 
assortment of other morally corrupt characters including the femme fatale, homme fatal, and 
very occasionally fille fatale.
4
 These components remain intrinsic to neo-noir, emerging in a 
variety of forms. It is important to note, however, that while film noir is distinguishable, the 
category is not a stable one. As film scholar Marc Vernet(4) argues, the more that elements of 
noir definition are advanced, the more objections and counter examples are raised (a point 
reinforced by my own analysis of film noir and the Gothic film).
5
 The origins of film noir can 
be traced to a number of sources and influences. Narratively, classic noir is heavily inspired 
by the hard-boiled detective novels that so many films noir were adapted from. Examples 
include James M. Cain’s novels Mildred Pierce (1941), Double Indemnity (1936), and The 
Postman Always Rings Twice; Raymond Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely, and Geoffrey 
Homes’ Build My Gallows High (1946), which Jacque Tourneur cinematically reworked as 
Out of the Past (1947). To an extent the narrative structure of earlier gangster films such as 
Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar (1931) and Howard Hawk’s Scarface (1932), with their 
themes centring on violence, crooked officials, and powerful criminal gangs, also function as 
a precursor to noir (Naremore 1; Spicer 4–6).  
 
The thematic mixture of existentialism and Freudian motifs of paranoia and psychological 
disturbance that dominates film noir can be traced back to German Weimar cinema and to a 
lesser extent to French poetic realism (Spicer 4; Krutnik 15; Bould 2). The Weimar period 
from 1919 to 1933 is typically recalled as one of rapid cultural change and contradiction. On 
the one hand Germany experienced far reaching political and social reforms (including liberal 
democracy and suffrage), a politicised avant-garde, and a freewheeling, experimental 
nightlife. On the other, the country became known for its debauched decadence, crippling 
inflation, unemployment, anti-Bolshevism, anti-Semitism, and a resurgence of traditional 
authoritarian conservatism (Bould 25). It was out of this climate that German Expressionism 
emerged, serving as a philosophical and artistic critique of bourgeois rationalism, the 
illogicality of modern life, and consequential feelings of alienation, fragmentation, and 
dislocation (Spicer 11). Fritz Lang’s M (1931) provides an exemplar of the way these issues 
are played out on screen. However, for theorists such as Bould (27), it is the subsequent and 
                                                          
4
 I have the teenage Veda (Ann Blyth) in Mildred Pierce in mind when I include the fille fatale. As I argue in 
Chapter Four, Veda functions as precursor to the contemporary fatal girl.  
5
 Film theorist Esther Sonnet (1–13) expands on noir scholarship by critiquing the assumptions underpinning the 
establishment of film noir through her exploration of the “hidden History” of women-authored writing in 
relation to Hollywood adaptations of the late 1940s and 1950s.  
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more “realistic” Strassenfilm (street film) with its dark, malign mood and concern for social 
problems arising from poverty and unemployment that more directly influenced film noir. 
According to Bould (27), Strassenfilm typically charts the path of a bourgeois male 
descending into the dangers of the city at night and of a proletarian female trying to escape 
from her life in the underworld; an example is Joe May’s silent melodrama Asphalt (1929). 
These themes are also central to many vamp films. Josef von Sternberg’s The Blue Angel 
(1930) and The Devil is a Woman (1935), as well as George Cukor’s Camille (1936) all 
centre on bourgeois men who fall for working class women, usually courtesans, to their own 
detriment. I will examine the vamp further in Chapter One, where I establish the character as 
a forerunner to the femme fatale of film noir.  
 
With the rise of the National Socialist Party and Nazism, many German filmmakers including 
Fritz Lang, Robert Siodmak, Edgar G. Ulmer, and Billy Wilder (to name a few) found 
sanctuary and employment in France. But as the German invasion threatened they fled to the 
US, along with many French filmmakers such as Julien Duvivier, Jean Renoir, and Jacques 
Tourneur, who directed Cat People (1942) and Experiment Perilous (1944), both of which I 
refer to in this thesis. Many of the themes and styles of German Expressionism, Strassenfilm, 
and French poetic realism that these directors bought with them to the US also emerge in 
noir, particularly the entwinement of existentialism with surrealism and an emphasis on 
fatalistic moods of doom and despair bought about by nightmare predicaments (Bould 36; 
Spicer 15; Naremore 17–18). An example is Renoir’s La Fille de L’Eau (1925) which draws 
on the use of nightmarish dream sequences to tell the story of a girl thrown into poverty and 
desolation after her father dies, leaving his entire estate to her violent, brutish uncle. A similar 
use of surrealist fantasy can be found in noirs such as Stranger on the Third Floor, and 
Alfred Hitchcock’s Spellbound (1945). 
 
Theorists such as Hirsch, Schrader, George Huaco, and Carl Richardson also refer to the 
parallels that exist between film noir and Italian Neo-Realism. As the name suggests, Italian 
Neo-Realism is simple, direct, and grounded in reality, focusing on the everyday lives of 
people in impoverished situations, as in Vittorio De Sica’s Bicycle Thieves (1948) for 
example. According to Hirsch (“Dark Side” 66 –7), Neo-Realism’s cool, pragmatic, 
unshockable presentation lends itself to the stripped down hard-boiled prose found in noir. 
Neo-Realism’s documentary style and use of street location photography are also recognised 
and employed in noir through an increase of location shooting and documentary style 
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narration. These techniques are particularly pronounced in Henry Hathaway’s The House on 
92
nd
 Street (1945) and in his 1948 noir Call Northside 777 (Hirsch “Dark Side” 67; Schrader 
216). According to Schrader (216), Neo-Realism was particularly popular shortly after the 
war, reflecting the public’s mood and their desire for a more honest, harsh view of America. 
Though Neo-Realism’s absence of stylistic flourish sits in stark opposition to expressionism, 
which inhabits a twilight zone between nightmare and reality, requiring spatial as well as 
psychological dislocation (Hirsch “Dark Side” 67), Schrader maintains that this post-war 
realistic trend was instrumental in breaking film noir away from high class melodrama, 
placing it on the streets with every day people (216). However, Richardson (190) contends 
that although Neo-Realism’s heavy, grim, hard-hitting qualities are shared by noir, the 
negativity and bleakness underlying the former can be ascribed to poverty, hunger, and 
unemployment, whereas in the latter it is more attributable to opportunity and greed.  
  
Outline of Chapters 
 
The avaricious, opportunistic woman who uses her sexuality to seduce wealthy men is a trope 
that emerges in both Strassenfilm and vamp movies, functioning as a precursor to the noir 
femme fatale. In the first chapter of this thesis I will establish how the dangerous spider 
woman is constructed in classic film noir from 1940 to the late 1950s and in Hollywood neo-
noir from 1980 to 1999. The aim of this is to provide a contextual foundation for the main 
focus of this thesis — postmillennial representations of the fatal(e) figure. Firstly, in relation 
to classic noir, I will analyse what constitutes the femme fatale, what underlying socio-
cultural assumptions are attached to the character, and how she prefigures postfeminist 
discourse. I provide an overview of the prevailing analytical work on the figure, as well as a 
critical evaluation of the way the deadly woman of this era has been interpreted to date. This 
chapter will pay particular attention to how themes that later become central to dominant 
postfeminist discourse, such as work/career, family values, aging, and race are presented. In 
regard to the femme fatale of premillennial neo-noir I will explore the major shifts in 
character portrayal since the classic era, how these changes relate to the emergence of 
postfeminism, and the ways in which the dark lady of noir functions as a forerunner to 
postmillennial representations of the figure. I will provide an outline of the critical 
understandings of the new deadly woman to date. Culturally, politically, and economically, 
the period between the 1940s–1950s and the 1980s–1990s was subject to significant change, 
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particularly in regard to the position of women. These shifts are reflected in the neo-noir 
fatale, who resurfaces as significantly more sexualised, power hungry, self-determining, and 
accomplished. But in keeping with postfeminist discourse that was also emerging at the time, 
these representations are loaded with ambiguity.  
 
Postfeminism is a problematic and highly contradictory term that has been defined in a 
variety of different ways by feminist scholars. Given this, the second chapter tracks the 
various uses to which postfeminism has been put, with the aim of establishing the theoretical 
foundation of this thesis. I will examine what constitutes postfeminism, how dominant 
postfeminist discourse influences representations of the fatale, and how a critical 
interrogation of postfeminism can add to the field of research on the fatale figure. As 
mentioned earlier, when postfeminist rhetoric first began to emerge in the media in the early 
1980s it was conceived as a backlash against feminism (see Faludi 1–3). Scholars have since 
developed the concept to take into account the complexities of the discourse. This chapter 
will begin by unpacking what is meant by postfeminism as it is played out in popular culture, 
paying particular attention to its interrelationship with neoliberalism and various feminisms, 
particularly third wave and “grrrl postfeminism” (Holmlund “Postfeminism” 116), both of 
which prove to be significant to some of the texts that I analyse later in the thesis. I will then 
explore feminist critiques of mainstream postfeminism in relation to sexuality and the gaze, 
heteronormativity, retreatism, girl studies, and postfeminist masculinities – all subjects that 
emerge as central to my analysis of the postmillennial femme, fille, and homme fatal(e).  
 
Once the contextual and theoretical underpinnings of the thesis have been established, I then 
move on to an analysis of the fatale figure of postmillennial noir. The aim of Chapter Three 
is to determine the way themes central to dominant postfeminist discourse are depicted in 
relation to the femme fatale. In doing so I will examine how the figure fits with the dynamics 
of postfeminist culture, in what ways she differs from earlier incarnations of the femme fatale, 
and why these representations are significant for feminist film and cultural studies. The texts 
that I focus on in order to address these questions are David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive 
(2001), Mikael Håfström’s Derailed (2005), Frank Miller and Robert Rodriguez’s Sin City 
(2005), Talia Lugacy’s Descent (2007), and Egoyan’s Chloé. Foremost, my analysis reveals 
that while female representations often differ significantly (though not necessarily) from 
those found in both premillennial and classic noir, the underlying anxieties attached to the 
figure of the femme fatale remain consistent. Above all else the woman who perpetually 
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transgresses social, gender based ideals and conventions is rendered problematic and framed 
as dangerous. Further, this chapter shows that contemporary film noir’s relationship to 
postfeminism is contradictory. In some instances modes of representation fit clearly within 
the parameters of the types of dominant discourses circulating in mainstream media. At other 
times they are expressed very differently, although they are revealed to have a similar 
underlying function of reinforcing conventional social structures. But in some cases, as in 
Descent, female characters vary markedly from prevailing modes of representation 
suggesting the presence of other discourses circulating alongside that of popular 
postfeminism.  
 
These same themes emerge in regard to the fille fatale who, like the deadly woman, has a 
contradictory relationship with postfeminist discourse. I will explore the figure of the deadly 
girl in Chapter Four where I will examine what constitutes the figure, how she is presented in 
postmillennial noir, and how these representations fit with dominant postfeminism. My 
analysis will centre on Park’s Stoker, Slade’s Hard Candy, and Rian Johnson’s Brick (2005). 
This chapter will begin by tracing the historical lineage of deadly girl representations in 
cinema. I argue that although the figure did not become popular until the 1990s, some 
precursors can be found in classic film. While at times these characters bear a rather vague 
resemblance to the contemporary construct, some central themes and motifs nonetheless 
emerge that have a direct bearing on the postmillennial fille fatale. These include an emphasis 
on misplaced Oedipal attachments and the utilisation of childishness as a masquerade. As far 
as her alignment with dominant postfeminism is concerned, in many ways postmillennial 
deadly girl representations do not fit neatly. For instance, in Hard Candy the anti-heroine’s 
actions endorse and celebrate the self-determining philosophies of grrrl postfeminism and the 
individualistic actions of the “final girl” of horror. But in keeping with the mixed messages 
that are indicative of prevailing postfeminist discourse, lone vigilantism also sits at odds with 
the collectivist underpinnings of (earlier) feminist activism. On a very different note, Stoker 
aligns girlhood with monstrosity, articulating masochistic male paranoia about the power of 
young women maturing into adulthood. Brick expresses similar patriarchally grounded fears 
but draws on themes of nostalgia and protest masculinity as a way of soothing them.  
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The final chapter of this thesis focuses on the homme fatal and will analyse the way he is 
presented in Campion’s cinematic adaptation of Susanna Moore’s 1995 novel In the Cut, 6 J. 
D. Caruso’s Taking Lives (2004), and Bruce E. Evans’s Mr. Brooks (2007), which also 
features a deadly girl. Additionally, I will examine the fatal man in Michael Winterbottom’s 
2010 thriller The Killer Inside Me (based on Jim Thompson’s 1952 hard-boiled novel). In this 
chapter I will explore the following research questions: If the fatale figure is symbolic of 
patriarchal fears about feminism, what anxieties does the male version of the construct give 
expression to? And, how does the homme fatal fit with postfeminist discourse? The origins of 
the fatal man can be found in Gothic literature and the work of Ann Radcliffe whose novels 
serve as a template for the Gothic women’s film — a subgenre of film noir that features a 
homme fatal in the form of a dangerous and deceitful husband. The chapter will begin by 
exploring the fatal man as he appears in both the Gothic women’s film and another subgenre 
of noir that I shall term the female investigator noir, both of which form the foundation of the 
women’s psychothriller of the 1980s and 1990s. After establishing the way gender 
representations are constituted and framed in the women’s psychothriller, I will analyse how 
the homme fatal is presented in postmillennial noir. I argue that while he is depicted very 
differently in each of the texts examined in this chapter, lying at the heart of these various 
manifestations is the expression of felt fears about the decline of patriarchal hegemony. But 
importantly, I also contend that not all the films investigated in this section of the thesis 
endorse dominant postfeminist discourse. Rather, In the Cut functions as a critique of 
prevailing ideologies attached to romance and marriage, functioning as a backlash against 
mainstream postfeminism.  
 
By broadening critical preoccupations with the femme fatale to explore her less well known 
counterparts, the homme fatal and the fille fatale, and by extending existing scholarly work 
on classic film noir and neo-noir to consider the earliest instances of noir and the most recent, 
postmillennial phase of the noir production cycle, this thesis tracks discursive and critical 
shifts in the representation and interpretation of gender from feminism to postfeminism. It 
considers the complex and multifaceted interactions between the histories, origins, and 
conventions of various characters and genres, the way these weave their way into 
postmillennial representations of the fatal(e) figure, and how these then coalesce with modes 
of postfeminist discourse circulating in mainstream popular culture.  
                                                          
6
 The screenplay for In the Cut was also co-written by Moore and Campion.  
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Chapter One: The Fatale Figure in Classic Film Noir and 
Premillennial Neo-Noir 
Introduction 
According to Place (47), the fabled deadly woman is one of the oldest themes of art, 
literature, mythology, and religion in Western culture. Although appearing under many guises 
throughout the centuries (sirens, vampires, spider women) she is consistently characterised as 
an iniquitous creature who has the power to seduce men before destroying them. While not 
essential to film noir, as my later study of the homme fatal establishes, the femme fatale is 
certainly highly prominent and undoubtedly memorable. The aim of this first chapter is to 
establish how the character is presented in classic noir of the 1940s and 1950s and 
premillennial neo-noir of the 1980s and 1990s. This will serve as an underpinning for the 
central focus of my thesis — representations of the fatale figure in postmillennial American 
noir. In doing so I will engage with the research questions: What constitutes the deadly 
woman and what underlying socio-cultural assumptions are attached to the figure? I will also 
investigate the ways in which the construct prefigures postfeminist discourse. In regard to 
neo-noir I will explore the questions: What are the major shifts in representations of the 
femme fatale since the classic era and how do these changes relate to the emergence of 
postfeminist discourse? Additionally, I will explore how the premillennial fatale functions as 
a precursor to postmillennial representations of the construct. 
As a figure that is both appealing and dangerous the dark lady of both classic and 
premillennial neo-noir has attracted much scholarly attention from feminists, film scholars, 
and psychoanalytic theorists. The consensus is that the femme fatale primarily functions as a 
manifestation of patriarchal paranoia about the shifting position of women in society. This 
chapter will critically examine how these fears are expressed, beginning with film noir of the 
1940s and 1950s. I argue that despite popular contention that the deadly woman of this era is 
symbolic of the independent working woman; a textual analysis of the character does not 
support this. Rather, economically liberated women in classic noir are rarely problematised, 
instead they are overwhelmingly honest, law abiding good girls. On the other hand, in almost 
all incidences the spider woman is, as Mark Jancovich asserts, a kept woman and a parasite 
(“Phantom Ladies” 171). It is not until the 1990s that a relatively small group of noirs emerge 
featuring a career oriented femme fatale. I contend that alternatively, the real threat posed by 
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the deadly woman is that she destabilises and perpetually transgresses patriarchally grounded 
social ideals and conventions, particularly those relating to conventional familial structures. 
This chapter will examine how the underlying themes and ideologies that emerge in classic 
noir influence 1980s–1990s neo-noir representations of the femme fatale (and subsequently 
postmillennial incarnations of the deadly woman) and how they fit with dominant 
postfeminist discourse, which also surfaced around the early 1980s before exploding onto the 
cultural map in the 1990s (Faludi 101). I will begin this chapter by defining the compositional 
elements of the dark lady of classic noir, including the way she is framed and characterised, 
as well as the kinds of iconography and motifs that are typically attached to the figure. To 
date psychoanalysis has been the foremost method for exploring underlying meanings 
attached to the fatale figure. Because of the centrality of this mode of analysis in 
contextualising both the femme fatale and film noir in general, I will next unpack the 
discourses relating to it. I then trace the cinematic history of the deadly woman, whose 
origins reside in vamp movies that first emerged in the early nineteen hundreds. The 
popularity of the vamp can be linked to socio-cultural factors such as the depression; 
similarly the femme fatale emerged at a time when America was in political and economic 
turmoil. Subsequent to examining the vamp I analyse the socio-cultural underpinnings of the 
deadly woman, particularly in relation to how these align with gender based anxieties 
attached to the figure. Following this I look at the way themes of aging, sexuality, and racial 
difference are played out. Finally, I will move on to investigate how the fatale figure of 
premillennial noir is constructed.  
As discussed in the Introduction there are generally conceived to be two cycles of neo-noir 
production, the first encompassing the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s (Bould et al. 9), and the 
second emerging in the 1980s. This period not only marks with the widespread return of the 
dark lady on screen, it also coincides with the emergence of postfeminism. Therefore, the 
femme fatale of this period directly prefigures postmillennial representations of the construct 
and as such is central to this thesis. I will begin the second section of this chapter on neo-noir 
by briefly examining the cycle’s aesthetics, which are far more diverse and hybridised than in 
classic productions. I will then explore how the fatales themselves are constructed, 
particularly in the context of postfeminist discourse. Firstly I will look at the deadly woman 
in regard to sexual representations, which changed significantly following the abolishment of 
the Hays Production Code strictures in the late 1960s. The 1980s–1990s also saw the 
emergence of a new type of femme fatale who commonly escaped punishment for her crimes 
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and was, for the first time an independent, high-powered business woman. These themes will 
be examined along with the way rape-revenge is played out in neo-noir of this era. This last 
section is significant because rape-revenge is not only an increasingly dominant motif in 
post-2000 noir, it manifests very differently in this era compared to premillennial neo-noir.  
What Makes Those Dames so Deadly? 
In Detour, Al (Tom Neal) makes a risky decision. His travelling companion has dropped 
dead, but rather than report it to the authorities he steals the man’s identity, along with his 
car, and buries him in the scrub just off a lonely highway. Everything is going smoothly until 
he pulls into a gas station and offers a lift to a woman standing beside the road. “How far you 
going?” he asks her. “How far you going?” she retorts, surly and sour faced. This response 
takes him by surprise, he has a bad feeling about her, but when she falls asleep he attributes 
her rudeness to exhaustion and begins to feel sorry for her instead. Contemplating her, he 
decides that she is beautiful. Not like the beauty of a movie actress, but attractive in a natural, 
almost homely way. Suddenly she wakes up and pounces at him like an angry cat: “Where 
did you leave his body? Where did you leave the owner of this car?” she demands. So begins 
Al’s fateful encounter with domineering, alcoholic femme fatale, Vera (Ann Savage). Hard-
boiled, shrewd, and knowing that dim witted Al has little choice but to oblige, Vera seizes the 
opportunity to make some money. She demands that upon arriving in Los Angeles he sell the 
car and give her all of the proceeds. Until this happens Vera makes Al a virtual prisoner by 
refusing to let him out of her sight. However, things go horribly wrong when Vera sees a 
chance to make even more money out of the dead man. Her greed infuriates Al and in a 
drunken confrontation with her he accidently strangles Vera with a telephone cord, sealing 
his fate as a doomed man. 
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Figure1: Abrasive and hostile, femme fatale Vera (Ann Savage) is the last person Al (Tom Neal) needed to meet 
(Detour, Ulmer, 1945). 
 
Turning now to another classic noir, in The Killers, Ole Andreson (Burt Lancaster), also 
known as “the Swede,” and his sweet, rather plain girlfriend Lily (Virginia Christine) walk 
into a party. Seated at the piano is a dark haired woman. The cut of her black satin gown 
reveals most of her back, drawing attention to her shapely figure, accentuating her sexuality. 
She turns, and even though there are several people in the frame the camera draws the 
spectator’s gaze, along with that of an instantly besotted Ole, through the crowd to her like a 
magnet. Her name is Kitty Collins (played by Ava Gardner). She is very glamorous and 
seductive, but she is also a sly, highly manipulative thief and con artist. Ole has no qualms 
about dumping Lily for Kitty, but it is a choice that eventually leads to his destruction. 
Blinded by love, he goes to prison for Kitty’s crime (stealing a large diamond encrusted 
brooch ironically shaped like a spider). Upon his release he becomes embroiled with Kitty 
again. This time she uses him as a pawn in an elaborate plan to double cross a group of 
thieves and gangsters. Eventually she is caught but not before Ole is murdered at her expense.  
 
Figure2: Kitty Collins (played by Ava Gardner) occupies the centre of the frame and commands the focus of the 
gaze (The Killers, Siodmak, 1946). 
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The contrast between the way Kitty Collins and Vera are presented highlights film critic 
Nicholas Christopher’s argument that the deadly woman/dark lady of film noir comes in 
many forms and wears many masks (197). Kitty is overtly erotic, feminine and confidently 
uses the power of her sexuality as a means to an end. To this extent she aligns closely with 
characters such as Cora Smith (Lana Turner) in Garnett’s The Postman Always Rings Twice 
and Gilda (Rita Hayworth) in Charles Vidor’s Gilda (1946).Visually, these fatales are shot in 
soft-focus, with diffused lighting so as to accentuate their beauty and sexuality (as well as the 
star status of the actresses who play them). They are often filmed in long or medium-long 
shot, allowing for contemplation of their shapely figures and are highly stylised. On the other 
hand, Vera’s desirability, although not entirely wasted on Al, is overshadowed by her hard-
hitting and aggressive attitude, her alcoholism, and the fact that she is sick with consumption. 
As film scholar James Naremore observes, Vera makes “every femme fatale of the period 
look genteel by comparison” (149). Rather than seducing him, she forces Al to become her 
captive audience in a similar vein to spider woman Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson) who 
entraps unwitting screenwriter Joseph Gillis (William Holden) in her inescapable web of 
psychosis in Sunset Boulevard.
7
 Lying somewhere in between these two extremes of sensual 
seductress and human tarantula lies fatales like the cunning Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara 
Stanwyck) in Double Indemnity, who derives power from her sexuality but is, as Hirsch 
describes her, “a figure of Machiavellian evil, chilling and reptilian” (“Dark Side” 4). Kitty 
Marsh (Joan Bennett) in Scarlet Street can also be placed somewhere in the middle. She is 
seductive and manipulative but less sophisticated and much more street savvy and hard-
boiled than characters like Kitty Collins and Cora. In contrast to Kitty Collins, Cora, and 
Gilda, deadly women such as Vera, Phyllis, and Norma are shot using direct, unfiltered 
lighting that is as uncompromising as soft key illumination is flattering, drawing attention to 
their coldness and cynicism. In reference to Double Indemnity, Janey Place and Lowell 
Peterson argue that non-diffused lighting gives Phyllis a hard-edged, mask-like surface 
beauty that is “at once alluring and impenetrable” (66). In Detour, Vera is frequently shot in 
close-up and medium close-up using unfiltered, low-key lighting. She is also noticeably less 
stylised than many other femmes fatales. This conveys not only the grittiness of her 
personality, but makes her illness and alcoholism more palpable.  
These differences aside, there are certain ingredients that are synonymous with the femme 
fatale. The most profound of which is the figure’s ability to bring ruin and misery (in some 
                                                          
7
 I will examine Norma Desmond in relation to anxieties about aging later in this chapter.   
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form or another) to the men who cross her path. Although Al and Ole are troubled characters, 
who are not averse to operating outside the realms of the law, it is their chance meeting with 
a fatale that seals their fate. Both films are narrated from the perspective of the doomed male 
protagonist by means of internal voice-over and memory sequences. The use of flashback 
cements themes of predetermined fate and intensifies a sense of hopelessness, as does the 
non-diegetic orchestral sound score that changes tempo, pitch, and mood in accordance with 
the male protagonist’s emotional state. Dark rainy settings, ominous shadows, and oblique 
camera angles further set the tone. But while the audience is given access to the anti-hero’s 
subjective experiences, the femme fatale that he becomes embroiled with is kept at a narrative 
distance and framed entirely from his perspective. In fact, it is rare to find a scene where she 
is alone and not positioned directly in relation to him. Though female point-of-view is 
certainly explored in noir, as it is in Mildred Pierce, the Gothic women’s thriller, and female 
investigator noirs for example, it is never the deadly woman’s perspective that is taken. This 
point becomes significant in Chapters Four and Five where my analysis reveals that in some 
postmillennial noirs such as Stoker and Mr Brooks, the subjectivity of the fatal(e) is explored 
(and in the case of the homme fatal, on an intimate level).  
The use flashback and voice-over narration to reveal events from the protagonists perspective 
is common to many noirs including Sunset Boulevard, where the events leading up to 
Joseph’s murder are related by him post-mortem. Similarly, in Double Indemnity a dying 
Walter Neff (Fred McMurray) recounts his involvement with Phyllis through flashback 
where he reveals their elaborate plan to murder her husband and collect the insurance money. 
A plot that, although initially successful, rapidly begins to fall apart, cumulating in Walter 
and Phyllis shooting each other. However, the femme fatale of classic film noir invariably 
becomes as much a casualty of her own schemes as the fated men who fall under her spell do, 
as Borde and Chaumeton observe: “Frustrated and deviant, half predator, half prey, detached 
yet ensnared, she falls victim to her own traps” (22). One example where this is particularly 
pronounced is in Scarlet Street. Though Christopher Cross’s (Edward G. Robinson) fateful 
encounter with Kitty comes at the expense of his dignity and sanity after she milks him for all 
he has and more, in some respects Kitty is almost as much of a victim as Christopher. 
Enmeshed in a violent, abusive relationship with her pimp boyfriend Johnny (Dan Duya), it is 
he who orchestrates the plan to con Christopher, Kitty primarily going along with the scheme 
because she is in love with Johnny. As I explore in more detail later in the chapter, 
predicaments such as this have led film theorist Julie Grossman to argue that the femme fatale 
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is a sympathetic character that is reflective of the social conditions of women at the time (22 
–3). This is reinforced by the fact that money is overwhelmingly the primary motivation for 
the dark lady (Hirsch 4). In fact Norma Desmond, who craves fame above anything else, is 
one of the few deadly women of the classic film noir era not to be driven by a desire for 
wealth. This relationship between the femme fatale and greed will be unpacked in detail later 
in this chapter. 
According to Place, central ingredients of the spider woman also take the form of various 
iconography and motifs. One of the most pronounced is her ubiquitous cigarette that for Place 
becomes a cue for dark and immoral sensuality as well as a symbol, along with the gun she 
often carries in her purse, of her “unnatural” phallic power (54). Another dominant motif that 
is often associated with the figure is that of mirrors and portraits. The image of the deadly 
woman gazing at her reflection in the mirror or standing alongside her portrait can be 
observed in many classic noirs. Kitty Collins is shown regarding herself in a mirror as she 
embarks on the plot to con Ole into stealing the takings of the payroll robbery. In Gilda and 
Double Indemnity the femme fatale is frequently found admiring her own reflection. Kitty is 
presented beside her mirror double as she reveals to Christopher that she never loved him in 
Scarlet Street. Similarly, The Woman in the Window and Laura show the real woman and her 
image side by side (although, as I argue later in the chapter, Laura is actually not a fatale at 
all). In the latter film detective McPherson (Dana Andrews) becomes obsessed with Laura’s 
portrait before the real Laura (played by Gene Tierney) unexpectedly appears. The Woman in 
the Window centres on a portrait of a beautiful woman that gives rise to a dramatic fantasy in 
which the fatale figure inadvertently destroys the life of meek psychology professor Richard 
Wanley (Edward G. Robinson). Sunset Boulevard depicts an excess of both mirrors and 
portraits, making Joseph feel as if Norma is watching his every move.
8
 But it is Welles’s The 
Lady From Shanghai that features the most powerful use of the mirror motif. The spectacular 
final scenes of the movie are played out in the “magic mirror maze” of a deserted theme park. 
The mirrors are arranged in such a way that the reflections are endlessly repeated, then in a 
blaze of gunfire, mirror after mirror shatters, leaving the spider woman cowering in a sea of 
glass, looking exposed and pathetic. Place (58) proposes that a possible meaning of the mirror 
motif in film noir is to indicate the duplicitous nature of the dark lady. Such images imply 
that she is split, thus not to be trusted in a universe where no one and nothing is what it 
seems. This explains why Elsa is so conspicuously exposed, like a vampire trapped in the 
                                                          
8
 Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo (1958) is another example where the portrait is significant. 
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sun, when all the mirrors, representative of her many façades, disintegrate. Place also 
suggests that the deadly woman gazing into the mirror, ignoring the man she will use to 
achieve her goals, symbolises her self-absorbed narcissism, which is an original sin of the 
noir universe (57).  
 
Figure 3: The many façades of femme fatale Elsa (Rita Hayworth) symbolically revealed in the “magic mirror 
maze.” The Lady From Shanghai (Welles, 1947). 
  
Although, as Place contends, much of the fatale’s iconography is “explicitly sexual” (54),  it 
is important to note that film noir emerged at a time when the Hollywood Motion Picture 
Code, or Hays Code as it was commonly known (in reference to chief censor Will H. Hays), 
was in full force (Doherty 347). Introduced in 1930 (although not enforced until 1934) and 
upheld well into the late 1950s before finally being replaced by a ratings system in 1968, the 
aim of the code was to restore the moral integrity of Hollywood that staunchly conservative 
Catholics, such as the head of the Studio Relations Committee Joseph Breen, felt had 
disintegrated (Doherty 339–46). Some of the central principles stipulated by the code were 
that no picture should lower the moral standards of the audience, that “evil” must not appear 
attractive nor must sympathy be thrown on the side of crime, wrong-doing, or sin. Thus, the 
femme fatale of classic noir is never shown to get away with any transgressions. She is either 
punished (often with death) or it is discovered that she is innocent after all (as in Gilda). The 
code also placed restrictions on plot material involving social, political, or sexually offensive 
themes, adultery, vulgarity, obscenity, nudity or semi-nudity, brothels and dances such as the 
“can-can.” Therefore, in Scarlett Street, despite quite clear that Kitty Marsh is a prostitute, it 
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can only be inferred in the movie, and while characters such as Christopher Cross cheat on 
their (often highly unappealing) wives, they suffer terribly in the end.  
Whereas the dark lady comes in many forms, she is instantly recognisable in terms of the 
types of iconography attached to the figure, the power she has over men, and her 
overwhelming ability to bring ruin and misery to those who fall into her clutches. Although 
the poststructuralist nature of contemporary cinema means that there is a greater disparity in 
the way the figure manifests, as the forthcoming chapters of this thesis reveal, these formative 
factors flow through to postmillennial representations of the femme (and fille) fatale. The 
destabilising and dangerous nature of the character, combined with her sexual power, has led 
theorists to consider the deeper psychological and socio-cultural implications of the presence 
of the fatale figure in film noir.  
The Femme Fatale and Psychoanalytic Theory 
Feminist psychoanalytic film theorists such as Doane, Copjec, Kaplan, Place, and Elisabeth 
Bronfen view the femme fatale as an expression or representation of the liberated, 
independent woman (though this argument is debatable as I will discuss later in this chapter), 
and suggest that the figure functions as an expression of anxieties about the shifting roles of 
women in Western society over the last century. In patriarchal Western culture women are 
defined in relation to men, thus the strong, sexually assertive woman who strives for wealth, 
independence, or fame is seen as a threat to male domination. Therefore, the dark lady’s 
exciting but malevolent presence on screen is considered to serve as a warning about the 
dangers of both becoming (for the female spectator), and becoming involved with (for the 
male spectator), an independent, transgressive woman who challenges male authority, as well 
as a manifestation of fears that institutionalised patriarchal hegemony is under attack. As 
Bronfen argues: “one could speak of her as a male fantasy, articulating both fascination for 
the sexually aggressive woman, as well as anxieties about female domination” (106). In this 
sense, although the fatale figure is enthralling and commanding, her transgressions are not, as 
Doane contends, a form of heroism: “She is not the subject of feminism, but a symptom of 
male fears about feminism” (Doane “Femmes Fatales” 2–3).  
The contention that the femme fatale functions as a manifestation of patriarchal fears is 
grounded in psychoanalytic theory, which to date has been the dominant way of exploring 
underlying contexts of both film noir in general and the fatale figure specifically. The 
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premise of Freudian psychoanalysis is that our consciousness is just the surface of the mental 
apparatus. Hidden underneath is a vast labyrinth of other information that has been buried or 
repressed because it is too disturbing to deal with. Instead, the truth of our psyche lies in the 
latent content of the unconscious, which can be discovered or demystified through the 
analysis of subconscious expressions such as dreams, jokes, slips of the tongue, and through 
creative expression such as cultural texts (Freud “Ego & Id” 358).  
Philosopher Paul Ricoeur argues that Freudian theory is grounded in “the school of 
suspicion” (Ricoeur 32), because it sees the consciousness as false; an illusion shrouding 
darker, more disturbing truths. Ricoeur describes this way of looking at texts as a 
“demystification of meaning” (32) due to the assumption that the surface of what we read or 
see is merely a symptom of other latent truths: “to seek meaning is no longer to spell out the 
consciousness of meaning, but to decipher its expressions” (Ricoeur 33). Thus, in 
psychoanalytic terms, the spider woman is regarded as more than a fictional character but 
also an unconscious representation of repressed male fears about the shifting role of women 
in society at the time. As Doane states: “The power accorded to the femme fatale is a function 
of fears linked to the notions of uncontrollable drives, the fading of subjectivity, and the loss 
of conscious agency — all themes of the emergent theories of psychoanalysis” (“Femmes 
Fatales” 2).  
One of the first and foremost works to influence the way the dark lady is analysed is by 
feminist film theorist Laura Mulvey, whose ground breaking 1975 paper “Visual Pleasure 
and Narrative Cinema” provided a conjectural model for exploring the representation of the 
figure at the time. Drawing on Freudian and Lacanian psychoanalysis Mulvey argues that 
film reflects, reveals, and plays on socially established interpretations of sexual difference 
that are embedded in a particular order of female oppression stemming from unconscious 
male castration anxieties that arise in early childhood when the male child comes to believe 
that women do not have a penis because they have been castrated (Freud “Anxiety” 86).9 
Mulvey argues that a way of dealing with this anxiety is to interrogate women in a 
voyeuristic manner (18). For Mulvey cinema provides the perfect medium for voyeurism, 
where pleasure can be found in the gaze, which is split between an active, masculine stance 
                                                          
9
 For Freud, a child’s first love object is its mother, at which stage the father becomes a bitter rival for her 
affection. However, the infant soon comes to realise that its mother does not have a penis. Believing that she has 
been castrated and imagining, in the case of the male child, that his father will castrate him too, the infant is 
forced to give up his mother and repress the fear her lack of a penis generated for him. For Freud, this is a 
normal part of the Oedipal phase of development (Freud “Anxiety” 86–9).  
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of looking in a controlling manner and a passive feminine response of being the objectified 
recipient of the look (Mulvey 18–21). One example Mulvey draws on to demonstrate her 
thesis is Vertigo. Vertigo provides an ideal example of the active/passive division of male 
looking and female “to-be-looked-at-ness” (Mulvey 18), and the cameras participation in this 
process as it follows the actions and gaze of the male protagonist Scotty (James Stewart), 
allowing the audience to voyeuristically interrogate and objectify Madeleine (Kim Novak) in 
the same way Scotty does. These same techniques are consistently used in classic film noir in 
relation to the femme fatale who, as I establish earlier, is invariably framed in relation to the 
male protagonist.  
Part of the popularity of Mulvey’s paper is that it emerged at a time when female 
objectification in cultural representations was of particular concern of feminism (along with 
professional and economic equality, and sexual autonomy). Psychoanalytic theory was seen 
as a powerful tool that could be used to contribute to the understanding of the way women are 
treated in film and in Western culture in general (Mulvey 14). Conversely, Mulvey’s thesis 
has been subject to some criticism, mainly for its failure to consider female, gay, and lesbian 
spectators, but also for overlooking the importance of the role of masochism in shaping the 
way women are presented on screen. Mulvey examines the way (heterosexual) men look in 
terms of sadistic voyeurism that proves the woman’s guilt so that she must be punished, and 
fetishistic scopophilia that “builds up the physical beauty of the object, transforming it into 
something satisfying in itself” (Studlar “Masochism” 232). However, as feminist film and 
psychoanalytic theorist Gaylyn Studlar (“Masochism” 233) argues, while Mulvey pairs 
voyeurism with sadism, she neglects to include the logical pairing of fetishistic scopophilia 
with masochism. 
Drawing on the work of philosopher Gilles Deleuze, who turns Freud’s theory of masochism 
on its head by positioning it in the pre-Oedipal oral stage of development, Studlar 
(“Masochism” 233) suggests that the masochist does not desire to spoil or destroy the woman 
but rather to idealise her, to submit to her, and to be punished by her, symbolically 
disavowing the father in the process. In the masochistic fantasy of the male subject, 
patriarchal norms of gender-defined male domination and female submission are reversed 
(Studlar “Masochism” 235). This challenges the notion that Hollywood film always 
constructs characters according to a masculine-active, feminine-passive binary. Although the 
femme fatale of classic film noir elicits a sadistic response through the way she is scrutinised 
and punished (unless she is found not guilty), the figure is also the subject of masochistic 
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desire. As Borde and Chaumeton argue, the protagonist is often masochistic, even self-
immolating, making his own trouble simply out of morbid curiosity (22). Building on this 
observation, film theorist Elizabeth Cowie contends that the male hero often knowingly 
submits himself to the spider-woman (125). Cowie draws on the example of Walter in 
Double Indemnity, arguing that it is precisely Phyllis’s dangerous sexuality that he craves and 
that it is his own perverse desire that is his downfall (125). Studlar’s thesis on masochistic 
desire forms a crucial foundation to subsequent research in this thesis. With the emergence of 
postfeminism, the alignment of the femme fatale with masochism has become notably more 
consistent and overt. Although a contributing factor is no doubt the abolishment of the Hays 
Production Code (doing away with the imperative to punish the deviant woman for her 
crimes), classic representations of male submission prefigure postfeminist discourse, 
underpinning gender dynamics expressed in neo-noir. This is particularly overt in films such 
as Sin City where the femmes fatales are machine gun and machete wielding, leather clad 
dominatrices and the men who fall in love with them consider them angels of mercy and 
Valkyries. While the psychoanalytic framework has proven crucial in understanding why the 
dark lady is presented the way she is on screen, the next section of this thesis moves away 
from this model. Instead I will consider the fatale figure from a socio-economic perspective, 
which has to date been largely neglected as a way of comprehending the underpinnings of the 
spider woman. In order to do this I will retrace the deadly woman back further in film history 
to the construct of the vamp.  
The Vamp 
Although the femme fatale of American cinema is most commonly associated with film noir, 
the figure has its origins in the character of the vamp. For film theorist Mick LeSalle the 
vamp is a very similar icon to the deadly woman of noir in the sense that not only is she 
sexually compelling, but she is one of the chief images of female strength and independence 
available at the time, suggesting an association between her manifestation and advances in 
women’s liberation that included accessibility to birth control and the right to vote (LeSalle 
39; Sochen x). As LeSalle asserts: “The image of the vamp embodies two fantasies, one 
paranoid, one romantic. The paranoid fantasy is that sex can kill you. The romantic fantasy is 
that it just might be worth it” (40).  
Vamp movies became popular in the early 1900s, Frank Powell’s A Fool There Was (1915) 
being one of the most recognised films of this cycle today. Here Theda Barra plays a fatal 
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woman called “The Vampire,” a beautiful seductress who targets wealthy men, draining them 
of their money and dignity (as the vampire of the horror tradition drains its victims of their 
blood), reducing her hapless prey to madness, alcoholism, and suicide.
10
 One of the most 
famous actresses to play a vamp is Marlene Dietrich. It is the films of Josef von Sternberg 
starring Dietrich, such as The Blue Angel, Morocco (1930), Shanghai Express (1932), The 
Devil Is a Woman, and Blonde Venus (1932), that Studlar draws on as examples of the way 
Deleuzean theories of masochism play out on screen. As Studlar (“Masochism” 235–6) 
argues, a crucial feature of von Sternberg’s movies is that the male is a willing victim. He 
could escape the deadly woman’s spell but he does not want to. In this sense it is not the 
vamp herself who destroys him, but himself. For example, in Blue Angel an upstanding 
professor becomes infatuated with cabaret star (and implied prostitute) Lola-Lola (Dietrich). 
His obsession making him a laughing stock as his reputation and life crumble around him. 
Finally, riddled with insecurity and jealousy he loses his mind. The Devil is a Woman is 
narrated in flashback, from the perspective of a wealthy captain who masochistically allows 
himself to be repeatedly conned and cheated by manipulative gold digger Concha Pérez 
(Dietrich).  
 
Figure 4: Dietrich as “Shanghai Lilly” in Shanghai Express (von Sternberg 1932), a vamp with a fearful 
reputation for seducing and destroying men. 
 
                                                          
10
 The vamp’s origins in the horror tradition and the spectre of the vampire also flow through to postmillennial 
incarnations of the femme fatale. Chapter Three examines how this manifests in Mulholland Drive and Chloé. 
Chapter four explores this lineage in relation to the fille fatale. The core characteristics of the homme fatal can 
also be traced back to Gothic horror and the male vampire, although this formative influence is more tentative 
than it is in relation to the femme/fille fatale, as I will establish in Chapter Five.  
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Another well-known actress to play the vamp is Greta Garbo who appeared in many films 
including The Temptress (Fred Niblo, 1926), Clarence Brown’s Flesh and the Devil (1926) 
and Anna Christie (1930), and Camille. In Flesh and the Devil, Garbo plays Felicitas, whose 
seductive charms are irresistible. She comes between two lifelong blood brothers who almost 
destroy each other over her. Camille tells the tragic tale of Marguerite (Garbo), a high class 
Parisian courtesan who finds love but relinquishes her own happiness for the sake of her 
wealthy lover’s future, whose reputation and social standing would be irreparably damaged 
by a woman such as herself.  
A distinctive feature of the vamps played by Garbo is that they are women from 
underprivileged backgrounds, forced to make choices in the face of abject poverty. While 
they are tough and resourceful, these vamps also exhibit an element of vulnerability that 
reflects the fragility of their economic circumstances. In Anna Christie, Anna has had a harsh 
and abusive childhood. After her father abandons her she is left little choice but to survive as 
a prostitute, however she is forced to seek him out and live with him on his barge boat when 
she becomes sick and is unable to work. Similarly, in Camille, Marguerite comes from an 
impoverished upbringing, her occupation as a courtesan functioning as a way for her to 
escape hardship and poverty. 
According to film theorist Thomas Doherty, narratives such as those depicted in Garbo’s 
vamp films were inspired by real-life situations at the time of the Great Depression where 
working women were frequently forced to tolerate unwelcome sexual advances and treat sex 
like a business transaction in order to survive, keep their pay cheque, or advance up the 
financial ladder (Doherty 131). Doherty cites the films Red-Head Woman (Jack Conway, 
1932), She Had to Say Yes (George Amy, 1933), and Baby Face (Alfred F. Green, 1933) as 
notable examples that depict the position of many working class women in the Depression 
era. In Red-Headed Woman vamp Lil Andrews (Jean Harlow) uses her sexuality to climb the 
societal ladder by seducing her wealthy high society employer Bill Legendre (Chester 
Morris), destroying his marriage and then wedding him herself. However, she is shunned by 
his family and friends who block Lil’s social aspirations because of her low class origins. In 
She Had to Say Yes, executives of a floundering department store try to reverse the 
depression slump by offering their best customers “dates” with girls in the stenographer’s 
pool. In Baby Face Lily Powers (Barbara Stanwyck) is prostituted out by her father as a child 
but finds wealth by sleeping her way up the financial ladder. The marketing blurb for the film 
announces “she had it and she made it pay” (Doherty 134).  
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Socio-economic and cultural factors such as class flow from Hollywood vamp films to many 
classic films noir. Woman of leisure Phyllis Dietrichson worked as the first Mrs Dietrichson’s 
nurse before her mysterious death. Vera has evidently had a hard life and has been forced to 
rely on her wits. Gilda makes no secret of the fact that she married Ballin (George Macready) 
solely for his money, and Cora Smith emphasises the fact that she had nothing before her 
marriage of convenience to the wealthy but tight fisted Nick Smith (Cecil Kellaway). For 
Grossman (22–3), characters such as Cora highlight the often repressed, desperately confined 
social environment of the femme fatale. As such, for Grossman the figure is a sympathetic 
one and is clearly linked to the social conditions of women in post-war America. Grossman 
(22–3) draws on The Postman Always Rings Twice as an example of the trapped, despairing 
situation fatale figures often find themselves in. Here, Cora’s unpleasant, aging husband Nick 
(Cecil Kellaway) announces that Cora will be moving to Northern Canada to be a nursemaid 
to his disabled sister despite her objections. His decision threatening to destroy her dreams of 
making a financial success of their roadside diner.  
Although it is difficult to view the homme fatal of the 1940s and 1950s as a sympathetic 
figure, his actions are often similarly fuelled by a desire for wealth and the pleasures that it 
can afford. For example, in Alfred Hitchcock’s Suspicion (1941), gambler, thief, and con 
artist Johnnie Aysgarth (Cary Grant) marries affluent Lina McLaidlaw (Joan Fontaine) purely 
for her money and the extravagant lifestyle it will provide him. In George Cukor’s Gaslight 
(1944), murdering homme fatal Gregory Anton (Charles Boyer) seduces and marries Paula 
(Ingrid Bergman) before imprisoning her in her own home and convincing her that she is 
insane in an elaborate plot to steal her dead aunt’s expensive jewellery collection. 
Films featuring a homme fatal such as Gaslight and Suspicion fall into the noir subgenre of 
the Gothic women’s film.11  I will expand on my discussion about this cycle considerably in 
Chapter Five. But briefly, the deadly man in the form of a maniacal killer can be found in 
many early cinematic texts, for example, Herbert Brenon’s 1913 adaptation of Robert Louis 
Stevenson’s 1886 Gothic novella The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Alfred 
Hitchcock’s The Lodger: A Story of London Fog (1927), and Lang’s M. However, it is not 
until the emergence of the Gothic women’s thriller of the 1940s that the homme fatal appears 
in a more complex form that brings him into line with his deadly sisters, the femmes and filles 
fatale. Combining the narrative and stylistic conventions of film noir proper with horror, the 
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 The Gothic women’s film has also been variously labelled the “Gothic romance film” (Waldman 29), the 
“female Gothic film” (Hansen 1), and the “paranoid gothic film” (Doane “Desire” 123–4) among other titles.  
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origins of Gothic women’s film can be traced back to eighteenth century Gothic literature, 
particularly the work of Ann Radcliffe and her 1794 novel The Mysteries of Udolpho. 
Focusing on themes of terror, foreboding castles, locked doors, imprisoned women, and cruel 
men with dark secrets, Radcliffe’s fiction is notable in that it explores the psychological and 
social experiences of young women, particularly in relation to their disempowerment within 
patriarchal dynastic structures (Soare 89; Tay 264). It is this examination of female 
subjectivity through the use of fear that aligns Radcliffe’s narratives with Gothic women’s 
films. They too are played out from the perspective of a terrorised female protagonist, 
generally relying on a formulaic repetition of nightmare scenarios centring on a gullible 
woman who rushes into marriage to a charming, enigmatic man, that she barely knows or has 
recently just met, only to discover that he may be trying to murder her or drive her insane 
(Doane “Women’s Film” 284; Soare 89).12  
Though Richard Thorpe’s 1937 thriller Night Must Fall bears all the hallmarks of a Gothic 
women’s film, the cycle is considered to have been initiated in 1940 with Alfred Hitchcock’s 
cinematic adaptation of Daphne du Maurier’s 1938 novel Rebecca (Doane “Desire” 123), 
followed by Suspicion and Gaslight as well as a number of other films including, Joseph L. 
Mankiewicz’s Dragonwyck (1946), Tourneur’s Experiment Perilous, and Joseph H. Lewis’s 
My Name is Julia Ross (1945). These texts have a strong formative influence on 
representations of the homme fatal in neo-noir as will be explored later in this thesis.  
Returning to socio-economic considerations, the theme of the fatale from a lower class 
background going to extraordinary lengths for wealth and a life of luxury also prefigures 
many postfeminist representations of the figure. This will be explored in more detail in 
subsequent chapters of this thesis, but examples of such characters include Ivy (Drew 
Barrymore) in Poison Ivy (Katt Shea, 1992), Suzie Toller (Neve Campbell) in John 
McNaughton’s Wild Things (1998), and Shay Bettencourt (Nikki Reed) in Nicholas DiBella’s 
Cherry Crush (2007). Hommes fatals with bourgeois aspirations include Jonathan Corliss 
(Matt Dillon) in James Dearden’s 1991 remake of Gerd Oswald’s 1956 thriller A Kiss Before 
Dying, Tom Ripley in The Talented Mr. Ripley, and Chris Wilton (Jonathan Rhys Meyers) in 
Woody Allen’s Match Point (2005). These cinematic texts position the fatal(e) figure as a 
lazy freeloader who would rather lie, steal, and murder for money than work for it. This sits 
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 It is for this reason that Doane describes these films as “paranoid” Gothics (Doane “Desire” 123–4). Film 
theorist Sharon Tay also identifies a Bluebeard thread to the Gothic film — a tale originating in French folklore 
about a violent nobleman who has a habit of murdering his wives (Tay 265). 
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in opposition to many dominant theories about the socio-cultural underpinnings of the 
character.   
Post-World War II American Culture and the Fatale figure 
Both the vamp and the femme fatale of classic noir emerged at a time when America’s 
economy was in turmoil.
13
 An unstable domestic climate during the 1940s and 1950s and 
cold war paranoia, coupled with noir’s distinctive visual and thematic style has earned it the 
reputation as a critique of American society, as a “warning about the disastrous social issue of 
a felt mutation in the structures of power” (Copjec x–xi). For the most part, feminist film and 
psychoanalytic theory has focused on a disruption of gendered power relations as the core of 
felt shifts to power structures expressed in noir. During the war women were encouraged to 
contribute to the cause by entering the public sphere and taking on well-paid employment, 
particularly industrial defence work, gaining new found financial independence and 
autonomy (Dabakis 189–90). However, once the war had ended the transition to a post-war 
economy was dominated by a need to re-establish social systems that had previously been in 
operation (Cook 70; Dabakis 188). This meant that women were expected to relinquish their 
higher paid positions and resume the roles they had occupied before that war, leaving space 
for returning veterans to reinsert themselves into the workplace and family life.  
In light of post-war sentiment that traditional gender order should be restored, most feminist 
film theorists propose that the ideological function of film noir is to articulate a project of 
recovering patriarchal order (Cook 70). Thus, the spider woman is considered to be 
representative of the economically and sexually independent woman who is reluctant to act in 
accordance with social expectations (Doane “Femmes Fatales” 3; Cook 68). As film scholar 
Andrew Spicer (91) asserts, the femme fatale represents an explicit challenge to the capitalist 
economy of post-war America and the consensus that women should be fulfilled by the roles 
of wife and mother (or traditionally low paid, female centred work). In this sense the figure 
functions as what Copjec describes as a symptom of “mounting paranoia regarding the 
working woman’s place in society” (xii).  
However, some problems are immediately apparent in relation to this argument. Firstly, the 
femme fatale has been a central figure in classic film noir since The Maltese Falcon, and has 
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 Film theorist Vivian Sobchack argues that the post-war period was marked by domestic anxiety and political 
purpose informed by rising prices of food, clothing, and other necessities, increasing rents and a nationwide 
housing shortage, as well as work stoppages, strikes, and cold war paranoia (“Lounge Time”131–2).  
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maintained a key presence in noir throughout the late 1940s and 1950s up until 1958 with 
Touch of Evil (if one concurs with critics such as Schrader 54). This means that the deadly 
woman appeared at the height of a period where women were being encouraged to enter the 
workforce (Dabakis 187) and was still a central character thirteen years after the end of the 
war when any campaign to get women out of positions previously occupied by men had 
ended. Secondly, despite the dominant perception that the fatale figure is symbolic of the 
waged woman, rarely does the construct actually fit this framework until the 1980s and 1990s 
(as will be discussed in the section of this chapter examining premillennial neo-noir). Instead, 
as Jancovich convincingly argues, the dark lady of classic film noir is almost invariably a 
kept woman and a parasitic “slacker”: 
Far from being independent working women, most of the key characters identified 
as examples of the femme fatale are actively the mistresses of criminals […] or the 
wives of wealthy men […] and, rather than acting independently, they usually get 
others to do their dirty work for them. They are hardly presented as independent but 
rather as parasitic. (“Phantom Ladies” 171)14   
Kitty Collins is a quintessential leech who is the mistress and eventual wife of wealthy crook 
Jim Colefax (Albert Dekker) and his partner in crime, using Ole to benefit both herself and 
Colefax. Vera is not a kept woman, but she is a greedy opportunist. Other examples of 
slackers include Phyllis Dietrichson, Gilda, Elsa Bannister, Kitty Marsh, Helen/Vera in 
Murder, My Sweet, and Kathryn in Out of the Past.
15
 
According to Jancovich, there are some marginal exceptions to this contention, such as 
Norma in Sunset Boulevard who is not kept by a man but is none the less dependent on the 
adoration of her fans (“Phantom Ladies” 171). Another exception is Martha (Barbara 
Stanwyck) in The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (Lewis Milestone, 1946), who uses her 
inheritance money from her aunt to fund a large business empire, although her freedom is 
dependent on the man who witnessed her kill her aunt. Other cinematic examples that have 
been discussed in relation to working women and femmes fatales include Mildred Pierce. 
Film scholar Pam Cook (78) argues that Mildred (Joan Crawford) is a disturber of patriarchal 
order and as such, the film’s central problem. While Cook’s argument is convincing, it is 
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 Also see Jancovich’s “Vicious Womanhood: Genre, the Femme Fatale, and Postwar America.” 
15
 A further point raised by Jancovich (“Phantom Ladies” 173) is that the femme fatale is often located in the 
private sphere. Phyllis Dietrichson and Cora Smith are prime examples of deadly women who inhabit this realm.  
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Mildred’s murdering “slacker” daughter Vida who is the actual fatale figure, not Mildred 
herself, as I establish in Chapter Four when I examine the fille fatale. 
In order to establish what the femme fatale is representative of, if not the economically 
independent career woman, it is necessary to explore instead how the figure of the female 
wage earner is presented in film noir. Examples such as Martha aside, this character emerges 
in two main forms. Firstly there is the wholesome “good girl,” described by Place (60) as a 
“redeemer,” who functions as an antithesis to the fatale. As Spicer (91) observes, this figure 
often appears in the same film as the deadly woman but is presented as innocent, nurturing, 
and almost asexual. Visually, she is shot in conventional high-key lighting and is framed as 
passive and static. Emotionally she provides love and understanding. She also offers the 
possibility of integration for the alienated, lost man into a stable world of secure values, roles, 
and identities (Place 60; Spicer 91). Often she is a sweetheart, home builder, or wife, like 
Katie Bannion (Jocelyn Brando) in Fritz Lang’s The Big Heat (1953) for instance. 
Alternatively, she is frequently situated as a working woman. Examples include Betty Shafer 
(Nancy Olsen), the pleasant, fresh-faced young screen writer who falls in love with Joseph in 
Sunset Boulevard, secretary Effie Perrine (Lurene Tuttle) in The Maltese Falcon, personal 
assistant Alice Moore (Jane Randolph) in Cat People, secretary come private investigator 
Cora Richman (Ella Raines) in Phantom Lady, and taxi dancer come undercover detective 
Sandra Carpenter (Lucille Ball) in Douglas Sirk’s Lured (1947).16 Female investigators also 
feature in films such as Stranger on the Third Floor, Black Angel (Roy William Neill, 1946), 
Lady on a Train (Charles David, 1945), and Shadow of a Doubt (Alfred Hitchcock, 1943). 
Like the Gothic women’s film, noirs focusing on female investigators are also generally 
played out from the woman’s perspective (Stranger on the Third Floor being an exception) 
and feature a deadly man, although he is never a love interest, and for the most part his 
identity remains elusive until the end of the narrative. The female investigator noir has an 
important formative influence on the neo-noir women’s psychothriller, which combines the 
conventions of this style with those of the Gothic thriller. As such it also forms a precursor to 
the postmillennial noir’s featuring hommes fatals that I examine in Chapter Five.  
 
The second form of wage earner to be found in noir is the attractive, sexually desirable career 
woman that I will describe as a faux fatale because she is situated as a potential femme fatale 
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 The Big Sleep (Howard Hawks, 1946) also depicts women working in roles such as cab drivers. Here femme 
fatale Carmen Sternwood (Martha Vickers) is also a free loader.    
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until it is revealed that she is innocent.
17
 Successful advertising executive Laura Hunt (Gene 
Tierney) in Laura and switchboard operator Norah Larkin (Ann Baxter) in The Blue 
Gardenia both fit this description. Laura is initially believed to be a murder victim until she 
appears alive. At which point she becomes a suspect in the crime, although it is soon revealed 
that homme fatal Waldo Lydecker (Clifton Webb) is the killer and Laura his unwitting target. 
Even Norah herself thinks that she is a murderer, until the real villain confesses. Laura and 
Norah also share much of the iconography commonly associated with the dark lady in the 
way they are framed and costumed and through the use of motifs such as mirrors, portraits, 
and cigarettes (this is particularly pronounced in Laura).  
Unlike the femme fatale, who operates outside the law and overwhelmingly uses her sexuality 
as a weapon to exploit male desire, the redeemer and the faux fatale are honest, law-abiding, 
and unmindful of the potential power of their sexuality. This situates them as relatively non-
threatening entities. Moreover, a crucial difference between these characters and the deadly 
woman is that they demonstrate a capacity (as well as a desire) to form romantic relationships 
based solely on love (as opposed to an opportunity for wealth). As such, despite their 
independence, these figures uphold idealised traditionalist notions of romance that, in 
patriarchal society, work to maintain gendered power relations through the controlling of 
women, particularly in the realms of marriage and motherhood (Taylor “Single Women” 21; 
Ingraham 173). Further, with the exception of Laura, who occupies a male dominated role (as 
does Sandra Carpenter in Lured, although her career at Scotland Yard is only temporary since 
she gives it up to get married), the type of employment undertaken by the redeemer and faux 
fatale tends to fit within the confines of traditional female-centred vocations. For example, 
Norah’s telephone switchboard position is one occupied exclusively by women, and Effie in 
The Maltese Falcon and Alice in Cat People both work in the service of men. Therefore, it is 
not a desire for economic independence per se that forms the key foundation of anxieties 
generated by the femme fatale; rather it is the fact that she perpetually transgresses social, 
gender-based ideals and conventions. Indeed, film theorist Janet Bergstrom (98–109) 
contends that one could almost say that The Blue Gardenia is structured around a struggle to 
re-establish clear lines of demarcation between social expectations for men and those of 
women through the way the film is divided into two different kinds of scene: Those that 
                                                          
17
 This label could also apply to Gilda, except that Gilda is a gold digger who is not averse to using her sexuality 
to get what she wants. It is also worth mentioning that Stables also uses the term faux fatale in order to describe 
the maniacal women in horror-thrillers such as Single White Female (Barbet Schroder, 1992) and The Hand 
That Rocks the Cradle (Curtis Hanson, 1992). For Stables these “psycho-femmes” have fatale elements but they 
are not objects of desire like the fatale proper is (Stables 164–5).  
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belong to the male world of film noir with a journalist/ investigator and a police detective 
who strategise to ensnare the suspected murderess, and other settings that are centred on 
female characters and resemble “women’s films” of the era.18  
 
These same themes, focusing on the idealisation of traditional romantic coupling along with 
the positioning of the femme fatale as a slacker, re-emerge in postmillennial noir. As my 
analysis of Derailed reveals, the film vilifies the slacker fatale for her complete disregard for 
the nuclear family unit. The role of the wife and mother in Derailed is also problematised 
because she allows her career to place a strain on her domestic environment. In Chloé, 
despite having an affair, successful career woman Catherine is forgiven after she makes it 
evident that her core values and ideals remain anchored in the traditionalist roles of being a 
wife and mother. On the other hand the prostitute with whom Catherine is unfaithful is 
destroyed after she encroaches on the sanctity of the family. Another theme that emerges in 
Chloé (and one that is central to postfeminist discourse) is anxiety over aging. This subject 
also arises in classic film noir, specifically Sunset Boulevard, which focuses on the mental 
disintegration of a mature woman in an industry (and culture) where youth and beauty are 
valued above all else. 
Aging and Racial Anxiety in Classic Noir 
Fading silent film star Norma Desmond not only stands out from other femmes fatales in 
regard to her desire for fame rather than wealth. She is also conspicuous in regard to her age. 
She is what Christopher describes as “a rare bird among the central women in film noir, who 
tend to be as young, strong, and magnetic as they are manipulative and destructive” (197).  
Fifty-year-old Norma is one of the most striking, powerful, and highly stylised spider woman 
of all films noir (Place 53–4; Hirsch “Dark Side” 156), but as Place argues she also 
emphasises the perverse, decaying side of noir sexuality with her claw like hands, dark 
glasses, and bizarre cigarette holder (53–4). Discarded as a washed-up has-been by 
production company bosses, Norma is assigned the status of a museum piece, along with the 
silent films that she was once the star of. In the public world most have forgotten she existed, 
others think she is dead, and some (such as director Cecil B DeMille) wish she would just go 
away. As much as she desires Joseph, her love for him is not reciprocated as it may have been 
if she were young and vibrant like Betty Schafer. Instead Joseph describes her feelings 
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 Also see Kaplan’s “The Place of Women in Fritz Lang’s The Blue Gardenia” (81–7) where she argues that 
the film exposes the essential contradictions between dominant male discourse and the subordinate, repressed 
discourse of women in patriarchy. 
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towards him as a “sad and embarrassing revelation.” However, whereas those around her are 
ready to discard Norma because of her age, it is not the primary cause of her psychological 
disintegration. As film theorist Jodi Brooks suggests, Norma’s mental breakdown “is not the 
“result” of her aging but of finding herself occupying a position of cultural refuse” (2) 
because of it. 
The depreciated value of the aging woman is a theme that is also central to postfeminist 
discourse. However, rather than critiquing the way culture regards fading sexuality (as Sunset 
Boulevard does) postfeminism thrives on anxieties about aging by focusing on youth and the 
“girling” of popular culture (Negra 12; Whelehan “Aging” 78). Here there is an overall 
pathologisation of age, with older women celebrated only as long as they maintain a grasp on 
their youthfulness (Whelehan “Aging” 78–9). Though I will discuss this further in Chapter 
Two, in postmillennial neo-noir, age is occasionally pathologised through a focus on paranoia 
about growing old. An example is in Chloé where the protagonist’s anxieties about aging 
manifest as a fear that she is no longer attractive, resulting in her fixation on the idea that her 
college professor husband is sleeping with his young students. However, it is much more 
common for contemporary neo-noir to simply shift away from representations of older 
women as central figures, instead focusing on youth. This is evidenced by the growing 
presence of the fille fatale as a sexually powerful central character, an argument that will be 
advanced in Chapter Four.   
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Figure 5: Spider woman Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson), relegated to “cultural refuse” (Brooks 2).  
Sunset Boulevard (Wilder, 1950). 
 
Another theme that arises in relation to postfeminism is that of racial difference. In classic 
film noir ethnic variations were conspicuously omitted from the screen. According to film 
theorist Mick Doherty (339), not only was the Hays Production Code concerned with the 
moral state of Hollywood film production, there was also an active undertaking to even out 
the “multi-coloured rawness” of pre-code cinema, creating what Doherty describes as 
“monochromatic monotony” (339) on screen. However, while there is a literal absence or 
stereotyping of black characters in classic noir (for example, in Lady on a Train African-
American actor Ben Carter plays the part of a servant named Maxwell), Kaplan and Doane 
argue that the question of racial difference exists as a powerful and troubling anxiety that 
forms a repressed unconscious signifier, aligning itself closely with the problem of gender 
(Kaplan “Dark Continent” 184; Doane “Femmes Fatales” 209–10).  According to Kaplan, the 
visual style of noir with its dark shadows, ominous lighting, disturbing architecture and 
awkward visual compositions, represents an expression of unease with otherness from a 
patriarchal white perspective, regardless of whether that otherness is in the form of gender or 
race:  
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The visual style of film noir refers to Western culture’s unconscious linking of the 
‘darkness’ of the psyche (especially the female psyche) not only with the literal 
darkness of racial others, but also with unconscious fear/attraction for racial others that 
the ‘Imaginary’ of dominant white culture represses both literally and symbolically. 
(“Dark Continent” 185)  
Kaplan draws on the example of Cat People where femme fatale Irena (Simone Simon) 
transforms into a black panther when aroused by passion. For Kaplan (“Dark Continent”188–
91) the woman/black panther is representative of unconscious fears about white/African-
American boundaries. The panther (which also stands for black Americans) re-inscribes 
Western links between Africans and animals in an attempt to denigrate the race in relation to 
white culture. In this sense Cat People indirectly reinforces stereotypes of dark skinned 
people as dangerous and savage by displacement into literal images of a large black feline 
(Kaplan “Dark Continent” 190). Further, by situating Irena’s as a mysterious stranger from a 
Serbian village, whose inhabitants have been cursed by an ancient legend, unconscious 
anxieties about all racial difference are evoked.  
A link between racial anxiety and the femme fatale is also evident in Touch of Evil, one of the 
few noirs to literally portray ethnic difference. Set on the Texas-Mexico border, the film 
features a dark haired, mysterious, sultry Mexican fortune teller named Tana (Marlene 
Dietrich) who runs a gaudy saloon bar, reads tarot cards, and has a close long-term 
relationship with corrupt Texas police officer Hank Quinlan (Orson Welles) who makes a 
habit of framing Mexicans for crimes they did not commit. Quinlan’s reign of corruption is 
bought to an end by Mexican narcotics investigator Mike Vargas (played by Charlton Heston, 
who is made up to look dark and Latino, as is an ordinarily blonde Dietrich). Although 
Dietrich’s character has a relatively low-key role in the film, she is none the less set in stark 
opposition to Susie (Janet Leigh) the American wife of Vargas, who is blonde, fair skinned, 
and painfully needy, naïve, and innocent.  
Critics such as Projansky contend that, in contemporary mainstream popular culture, racial 
difference is represented in an “assimilationist” mode (“Watching Rape” 73). By this 
Projansky is referring to the way postfeminism ignores racial difference by making little 
distinction between various social and cultural positions, instead presenting everyone through 
a white Anglocentric lens (“Watching Rape” 73). While I will expand on this argument in 
Chapter Three, I also maintain that exceptions can be found, as evidenced in Descent 
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suggesting that alternative discourses exist in noir. So far in this thesis I have established the 
core underpinnings of the fatal woman and how these relate to my subsequent analysis of the 
figure in postmillennial neo-noir. I will now examine how the character manifests in 
premillennial 1980s and 1990s American cinema.  
 
Neo-Noir: Parody, Pastiche, and Aesthetics. 
For film theorists Bould, Kathrina Glitre, and Greg Tuck one of the main features 
distinguishing neo-noir from its classic precursor is that when directors such as Lang, Wilder, 
Siodmak, and Tourneur (to name a few) were creating Hollywood movies in the 1940s 
and1950s they were unaware that their works would retrospectively come to be defined as 
film noir. Neo-noir on the other hand, is generated by people who are fully informed by the 
classic productions: “Neo-noir is made and watched by people familiar with the concept of 
film noir […]. Neo-noir knows its past. It knows the rules of the game” (Bould et al. 5). 
Awareness of the themes and conventions that constitute classic noir means that they can be 
venerated, payed homage to, manipulated, and developed, or as Stables argues, pillaged, 
adulterated, and reconstituted (164). For Hirsch the term “neo” implies “a new spin on a 
traditional style, a promise of a postmodern twist or tease, an advance over classic formulas” 
(“Detours” 4). This is certainly reflected by the expansive range of films that fall under the 
umbrella of neo-noir. Some texts play with the conventions of time by adding a new twist, for 
example Carl Franklin’s Devil in a Blue Dress (1995) is set in the post-war era but it is an 
African-American who drives the narrative. The film is also set predominantly in African-
American suburbs of Los Angeles and features a mixed race femme fatale. As such the film 
speaks back to the marked absence of actual racial diversity in classic noir. In other neo-
noirs, such as David Lynch’s Blue Velvet (1986), eras are blended in order to create an 
uncanny sense of nostalgic immutability. Commonly, the defining elements of classic noir 
are amalgamated with other genres. Traces of this can be found in classic noir where the style 
is sometimes combined with the Western — Raoul Walsh’s Pursued (1947) being a notable 
example. However, in neo-noir hybridisation is increasingly popular and diverse. Ridley 
Scott’s 1982 sci-fi/techno-noir Blade Runner and Joel and Ethan Coen’s 1996 black comedy 
Fargo are just two examples of the way noir has been amalgamated with other genres.  
However, despite the diversity of neo-noir some widespread commonalities exist. Stylistic 
conventions such as voice-over narration, night time settings, low-key lighting, expressionist 
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camera angles and movements, fractured storylines and a pessimistic mood remain intrinsic. 
Colour coding has also become important. As Glitre (17) contends, neo-noir tends to rely on 
the co-ordinated use of neutral tones (whites, blacks, greys, browns) off-set by areas of rich 
saturated colour, which becomes more prevalent during scenes of dramatic conflict. 
Specifically neo-noir favours red, green, blue, and to a lesser extent yellow,
19
 which are used 
in all aspects of misé en scene including filters. For example, John Dahl’s films Red Rock 
West (1993) and The Last Seduction both make strong use of blue filters. Similarly, noir 
auteur David Lynch favours red, green, and blue. Just as neo-noir develops and varies the 
aesthetic and narrative conventions of classic film noir to give it a new edge, so too does it 
add twists and complexities to the characters that inhabit its dark universe. It is these 
reformations, as they relate to the dark lady, that are the focus of this chapter as they form a 
direct foundation for the fatale figure of postmillennial noir.  
 
Sexuality and the Neo-Porno Fatale 
Visually, the neo-noir femme fatale is stylised and framed in a fashion reminiscent of her 
predecessor. She is elegantly costumed, with stiletto heels, perfectly applied make-up, and an 
obligatory cigarette poised between her index and middle finger. Also, like the classic fatale, 
the dark lady of neo-noir is a sexually intriguing figure who is, for the most part, framed in 
relation to the protagonist — it is his story that is shown on screen.20 A notable exception is 
The Last Seduction. Here spider woman Bridget Gregory (Linda Fiorentino) is the subject of 
the narrative, which is played out from her point-of-view (this is explored in more detail later 
in the chapter). While Bridget is the subject of male desire, the camera is not positioned in 
relation to the character that wants her. In this respect, she stands out from other neo-noir 
fatale’s who are very much the object of the protagonists (and the heterosexual male viewers) 
erotic contemplation.  
The archetype of the femme fatale has always been heavily infused with sexual energy and 
intrigue, although this could only be implied in classic noir, due to Hays Code strictures that 
forbade nudity and overt displays of sexuality. But in neo-noir no such confines exist. Here 
the basic elements of classic noir convention and imagery are commonly combined with the 
codes and conventions of soft-core pornography. This mode of representation situates the 
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 Stocker and Sin City both offset their colour palettes with bold injections of yellow. 
20
 Or her story in the case of films featuring queer coupling, such as Andrew and Larry (now Lana) 
Wachowski’s 1996 noir Bound and Mulholland Drive.  
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deadly woman as what Williams (“Erotic Thriller” 103) describes as a neo-porno femme 
fatale, because she uses sex as a weapon and a strategy as well as a spectacle. Hence, where 
classic noir works thriller plots into narrative investigations of female sexuality, in the erotic-
noir it becomes an explicit obsession (Stables 172; Straayer 153). 
Body of Evidence is an example where this is blatantly played out. Here the deadly Rebecca 
Carlson (Madonna) literally uses her body as a weapon by subjecting her victim to a 
strenuous bondage session in order to bring on a myocardial infarction, collecting an eight 
million dollar inheritance for her efforts. The films many graphic sex scenes are shot in soft-
focus with low-key lighting from a source such as an open fireplace or candles. The effect 
creating bold shadows that partially envelop certain features such as faces, while accentuating 
others, like breasts. Basic Instinct aligns sex with death through psychopath Catherine 
Trammell’s (Sharon Stone) penchant for fatally stabbing her victims with an ice pick during 
intercourse. Matty (Kathleen Turner) in Body Heat employs sex as a strategy in order to 
manoeuvre lawyer Ned Racine (William Hurt) into a position where she can exploit him. As 
with Body of Evidence, these films tend to thrive on an abundance of explicit sex scenes that 
are shot in soft-focus using low-key lighting from a single source that casts bold oblique 
shadows across the characters forms. The camera is either positioned voyeuristically at a 
distance, with objects such as sheer curtains separating the spectator from the action, or 
alternatively in close-up, slowly moving over the actor’s bodies. The use of fades, dissolves, 
and filters in amber or blue are common and the non-diegetic sound score often features 
sultry saxophone music or other similarly amatory compositions that reflect the mood of the 
scene. Other examples of noirs that have a heavy erotic content include Night Eyes (Jag 
Mundhra, 1990), Gregory Dark’s Carnal Crimes (1991) and Night Rhythms (1992), and 
Showgirls (Paul Verhoeven, 1995). 
Hyper-eroticism is also increasingly linked to male masochism. While patriarchal fantasies 
articulating fears about female domination (Bronfen 106) are expressed both sadistically and 
masochistically in classic noir, themes of masochism are conspicuous in premillennial neo-
noir. Scenes of bondage showing the woman on top of a man tied to a bed feature not only in 
Body of Evidence but also in Basic Instinct. Here detective Nick Curran (Michael Douglas) 
appears to be in control of the narrative but he allows himself to be seduced and tied up by a 
woman he believes to be a murderer. Lawyer Frank Delaney (William Dafoe) in Body of 
Evidence discovers that it is sexually pleasurable to have Rebecca pour hot wax over his 
genitals (although the film plays out both masochistic and sadistic fantasies with Frank 
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killing Rebecca in the end). In The Last Seduction, also an updated version of Double 
Indemnity, dim-witted Mike (Peter Berg) allows himself to be objectified, abused and treated 
with distain, coming back for more again and again. Ned in Body Heat takes the passive 
position by allowing himself to be seduced by the superiorly intelligent Matty. For film 
theorist Miranda Sherwin (177), the fact that men in these films only appear to have a hold 
over the situation suggests that male control of the look and of the action has always been an 
illusion and something that patriarchy must fight to maintain. This explains why the savvy, 
sexually assertive woman who overpowers and outsmarts men is simultaneously objectified 
so rigorously. Her trivialisation serves to undermine her power and restore patriarchal 
domination. As Stables argues: “once the figure of the woman is comprehensively sexualised 
on screen, all females are reduced to form and (fucking) function” (179).  
 
Figure 6: The sexually dominant, neo-porno femme fatale is commonly shot using filtered lenses and low-key 
lighting from a single source creating bold oblique shadows that cut across her body (Body Heat, Kasdan, 1981 
and Body of Evidence, Edel, 1993). 
 
Situating an archetypal fatale character in a newly eroticised mode of representation is not 
limited to noir. In the 1960s and 1970s — a period that saw the abolishment of strict 
censorship laws and a relaxation of attitudes towards sex and sexuality (Baker 554; Weiss 90) 
52 
 
— the female vampire was also remodelled through the infusion of soft-core erotica with 
horror. The result was a surge of films that framed the blood sucking woman (a sister figure 
to the femme fatale) as a predatory lesbian sex object. While this figure will be examined in 
more detail in Chapter Three, feminist theorist Bonnie Zimmerman (23) argues that these 
representations are strongly associated with patriarchal paranoia generated by second wave 
feminist activism, which saw women both challenging male domination and connecting 
strongly with each other. Similarly, the fatal woman of neo-noir is also considered to function 
as a lightning rod for male anxiety, insecurity, and the threat of female sexuality linked with 
second wave feminism (Stables 166–7). 
Like the 1960s–1970s female vampire, the neo-noir femme fatale is often shrouded in sexual 
ambiguity. In Basic Instinct all four women in the film — Catherine, Roxanne Hardy (Leilani 
Sarelle), Beth Garner (Jeanne Tripplehorn), and Hazel Dobkins (Dorothy Malone) — are 
either lesbian or bisexual. According to feminist and psychoanalytic theorist Barbara Creed 
(“Monstrous” 124), by situating female figures in this manner it is insinuated that women’s 
sexual interests are, by nature, ambivalent and thus not to be trusted. Stables (172) argues that 
the fact that Catherine has also slept with all of these women infers that her sexuality (and by 
proxy female sexuality in general) is like a virus, and in this case a potentially fatal one. For 
Stables, this reinforces the equation inscribed into the mass consciousness that 
“woman=sex=death” (167). Similarly, film theorist Katherine Farrimond (141) suggests that 
the fatale’s bisexuality serves to intensify her discursive danger. She chooses her partner 
based purely on who will get her what she wants, making everyone a potential victim. 
Whereas Basic Instinct casts all females in the film as both deadly and queer, Bound is 
distinctive in that while the film’s femme fatale displays all the conventions of the classic 
construct (she is highly stylised, feminine, dangerously seductive, and duplicitous) it revises 
traditional noir by situating the protagonist as a butch lesbian. Although suspicious of her 
alluring prostitute neighbour Violet (Jennifer Tilly), Corky (Gina Gershon) allows herself to 
be seduced by her, joining Violet in a plot to steal a large amount of money from the Mafia. 
The film closes with the two women driving off together with the spoils of their crime. 
According to film theorist Chris Straayer (158–60) Bound deconstructs sexual binaries, not 
just through queer coupling, but also via its complex rendering of feminist and lesbian 
discourse of sameness by suggesting that women can trust one another because they are alike 
(as expressed in a conversation between Corky and Violet where they establish that there is 
no difference between them). However, despite their sameness, the possibility that Violet is 
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just using Corky to get what she wants overrides the narrative. Films such as Bound and 
Basic Instinct, as well as other neo-noirs featuring queer coupling such as Nigh Rhythms, 
Show Girls, Mulholland Drive, Brian De Palma’s Femme Fatale (2002) and The Black 
Dahlia (2006), and Chloé stand out in relation to dominant postfeminist discourse that tends 
to problematise same sex relationships by marginalising them through a focus on and 
normalisation of heterosexual representations (Taylor “Single Women” 8). I will unpack the 
way dominant postfeminist discourse presents same-sex relationships further in Chapter Two 
and examine how this fits with the fatale figure in Chapter Three.  
The non-heterosexual deadly creature of noir is not only present on screen in the form of the 
fatal woman. The 1980s and1990s also saw the emergence of the queer homme fatal. William 
Friedkin’s BDSM fuelled thriller Cruising (1980) and The Talented Mr. Ripley both feature 
gay fatals and Curtis Hanson’s Bad Influence (1990) contains strong homoerotic overtones. 
Additionally, the deadly girl also emerges as a sexually ambiguous figure around this time. 
Poison Ivy, Wild Things, and Cruel Intentions (Roger Kumble, 1999), all feature filles fatales 
that share much in common with characters such as Catherine Trammell in that they are 
sexually ambiguous, promiscuous, and dangerous. Notably, the presence of the fatal girl in 
general has increased significantly since the release of Poison Ivy. While precursors to the 
figure can be found in films such as Mildred Pierce, it is not until the 1990s that the figure 
becomes predominant. As well as Poison Ivy, Wild Things, and Cruel Intentions, other 1990s 
noirs featuring fille fatales include The Crush (Alan Shapiro, 1993), Malicious (Ian Corson, 
1995), and Freeway (Matthew Bright, 1996). Postmillennial noirs centring on fatal girls 
include Abandon (Stephen Gaghan, 2002), Swimfan (John Polson, 2002), Cherry Crush and 
Karyn Kusama’s 2009 black comedy/horror-noir Jennifer’s Body, as well as Brick, Hard 
Candy, Stoker, and Mr. Brooks.  
It is significant that an increased presence of the deadly girl on screen coincides with the 
emergence of dominant postfeminist discourse, which, as critics such as Harris, McRobbie, 
and Imelda Whelehan (to name a few) argue, is marked by an ever increasing centrality of, 
and emphasis on youth. Postfeminism’s preoccupation with being young (and the attachment 
of youth to sexual desirability) is also reinforced through the conspicuous absence of aging 
femmes fatales in American neo-noir. Interestingly, as film theorist Rebecca Feasey (186–7) 
identifies, while Sharon Stone became an overnight success after her performance as the 
explicitly sexual Catherine, a decade later, when she again played Catherine in Basic Instinct 
2 (Michael Caton-Jones, 2006), the film was a critical and commercial failure. For Feasey, 
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this suggests that although Stone was happy to reprise the role that made her famous, the 
audience was not ready, willing, or able to embrace representations of an aging femme fatale. 
For Feasey this points to the demise of sexual power for the forty-something-year-old woman 
in general and for the aging predator in particular (186–7), but other contributing factors such 
as a change of director and other cast and crew members, and a weak script need to be taken 
into account. However, these factors aside, Feasey’s contention about the declining power of 
the aging predator is supported more broadly in popular culture by recent texts such as the 
television horror series American Horror Story: Coven (Ray Murphy and Brad Falchuck, 
2013–2014). Here aging “supreme” witch Fiona Goode (played by sixty-four-year-old Jessica 
Lange) is cursed with terminal cancer as a result of the rising power of a new young supreme 
in the coven. As Whelehan (“Aging” 79) argues, increasingly aging is linked to decline, 
decay, and loss of power, beauty, and sexuality.  
The devaluation of certain forms of female representation is a central component of 
postfeminist discourse that, as scholars such as McRobbie identify, undermines the gains of 
feminism, while “simultaneously appearing to be engaging in a well-informed and even well-
intended response to feminism” (McRobbie 11). On the one hand the inclusion of certain 
themes and representations may seem progressive, such as the focus on exceptionally 
powerful women in American Horror Story: Coven or the emphasis on same-sex desire in 
Bound. However, a double binary of regressive discourses also circulate that undermine the 
potency of these images: American Horror Story: Coven pathologises aging (and aligns 
feminine strength with regressive notions of witchcraft) and Bound aligns 
lesbianism/bisexuality with criminality and duplicity. 
Getting Away With It (Most of the Time) 
Not only is 1980s and 1990s noir marked by the emergence of the highly erotic, sexually 
aggressive, often sexually ambiguous femme (and fille) fatale, it is also a period where the 
deadly woman acts with increasing independence and significantly, where she starts to get 
away with her crimes.
21
 Again, Body Heat is the first film to spark this shift in the 
characterisation of the spider woman. Although Matty is a revamped incarnation of her 
predecessor Phyllis Dietrichson, particularly in the sense that she is a parasitic gold digger 
who marries and murders for wealth, she has also been subjected to a contemporary 
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 Although I am focusing on films where this statement holds true, there are some neo-noirs where the femme 
fatale is punished for her transgressions such as Red Rock West, Body of Evidence, and Oliver Stone’s U Turn 
(1997). 
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transformation. In Double Indemnity Phyllis is conniving and manipulative, but it is Walter 
who is behind the ingenious double indemnity plot. As Hirsch identifies: “Walter applies 
himself with evident relish to formulating a perfect crime, exulting in the cleverness of his 
plan” (“Dark Side” 2). In Body Heat ingeniousness falls squarely on Matty’s shoulders. She 
does not need Ned to come up with a plan; she has mapped this out well in advance. Ned is 
merely the fall guy who was picked specifically for his ineptness as a lawyer. Over and above 
this Matty gets away with the crime and the money, and is shown basking in the sun in a 
tropical paradise at the end of the film while Ned languishes in prison, brooding over how 
Matty outwitted both him and the law. This shift in the characterisation of the fatale figure is 
significant in that unlike the traditional deadly woman who falls victim to her own traps 
(Borde and Chaumeton 22), Matty may be fatal to others, but not to herself. Her ability to 
outmanoeuvre Ned and escape punishment aligns her with what Creed (“Monstrous” 122) 
describes as a castrating woman. This (masochistic) mode of representation sits in contrast to 
the castrated female monster who is (sadistically) punished and often comes in the form of a 
psychotic maniac (Alex in Fatal Attraction being a renowned example), who seeks revenge 
on society, and the nuclear family in particular, because of her own lack.
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However, though Matty is considerably more transgressive than her prototype, Phyllis, she 
must, as Hirsch points out, still share screen time with the male. Like the classic figure her 
story is framed as a sideshow to what happens to the man (“Detours” 184–5). Alternatively, 
The Last Seduction takes the reformulation of Double Indemnity a step further. Not only does 
femme fatale Bridget get away with the crime, setting up the considerably less intelligent 
Mike as the fall guy, but she drives the narrative, occupying a space traditionally reserved for 
the male (Hirsch “Detours” 185). What is more, she is portrayed in a manner that is ordinarily 
equated with masculinity. She is brash, aggressively assertive, domineering, crude, and in 
complete control. She is also cruelly emasculating. For example, in one scene she blatantly 
tests the size and cleanliness of Mike’s genitals with her hand in a public bar before agreeing 
to have sex with him, humiliating him in the process. In keeping with the masochistic 
expression of male anxieties in neo-noir, this does not put Mike off. Instead, he takes on a 
position commonly associated with femininity in Hollywood films, complaining that he 
wants a proper romantic relationship with Bridget rather than just being used as a sex puppet 
like she insists. Similarly, Catherine in Basic Instinct also controls the narrative via the novel 
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 Another example is the deranged Mrs. Mott (Rebecca De Mornay) in The Hand That Rocks the Cradle, who 
takes revenge on the nuclear family after losing her own husband and child. 
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that she writes throughout the film, and rather than getting men to do her dirty work she is a 
cold blooded psychopath who gets sexual pleasure in killing with her own hands. As with The 
Last Seduction it is the male who wants the traditional form of relationship with Nick 
suggesting that they “fuck like minks, raise rug rats, and live happily ever after,” something 
that sits in opposition to Catherine’s murderous intentions (Stables 172). As Williams argues, 
unlike the classic fatale who is motivated primarily by money, the neo-noir spider woman is 
driven by a lust for exciting sex, a desire for wealth and the power it brings, as well as a need 
to control everything around her (“Erotic Thriller” 100). However, while these fatale’s may 
dominate the narrative, they remain enigmas. It is from Nick’s point-of-view that Catherine is 
framed. Though the same cannot be said for The Last Seduction, Bridget is nonetheless 
elusive and unpredictable. Despite this, Bridget is something of an anomaly in that she is a 
rare (if not exclusive) example of a noir that takes the femme fatale’s perspective. This is 
despite that fact that increasingly, the position of the fille fatale and more so the homme fatal, 
is privileged in postmillennial neo-noir.  
The increased autonomy of the dark lady has bought with it another distinct shift in the 
characterisation of the figure. Although it is often claimed that the deadly woman of the 
classic era is representative of the working woman of the war-time economy (Copjec xxi; 
Spicer 91), rarely is this directly translated to screen. Instead wholesome “redeemers” (Place 
60) and faux fatales that play by patriarchal societies’ rules occupy the position of the 
economically independent woman. The femme fatale on the other hand is overwhelmingly 
depicted as a parasite who is dependent on men in some form or another, whether it be for 
their wealth or to get them to do her dirty work for her (Jancovich “Phantom Ladies” 171).  
However, premillennial neo-noir dispenses with the nurturers and false fatales in favour of 
the deadly career woman. Both Bridget and Catherine are extremely successful, Bridget in 
the field of Management, Catherine as an author with a psychology background, although, as 
Tasker argues, Bridget is rarely seen doing any actual work, and the kind of work she does do 
is perverse (“Working Girls” 131). Other noirs such as The Temp (Tom Holland, 1993) and 
Disclosure (Barry Levinson, 1994) also present power hungry spider women who inhabit the 
corporate realm.
23
 
                                                          
23 Despite the emergence of an alternative corporate spider woman at this time, the more traditional version of 
the figure maintains a strong presence in this era, for example, Matty in Body Heat, Rebecca in Body of 
Evidence, Suzanne Red Rock West, and Violet in Bound.  
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Much of the popularity of the high-powered deadly business woman can be attributed to the 
success of Fatal Attraction, a film that paved the way for this kind of female representation. 
As gender studies scholar Suzanne Leonard contends, maniacal career woman Alex is not 
only situated as a psychotic stalker who becomes unhinged after the married man she is 
having an affair with rejects her, she is also a desperate woman whose “career aspirations 
have precluded her marital success and left her envying the connubial pleasures to be found 
in the domestic sphere” (3). The idealisation of the traditional nuclear family articulated in 
Fatal Attraction is something that also forms a core element of dominant postfeminist 
discourse. As discussed in the introduction, Faludi is well known for describing this type of 
rhetoric as a “backlash” against feminism (a concept that has subsequently been developed 
significantly, as Chapter Two will examine). For Faludi Fatal Attraction encapsulates socio-
cultural anxieties about career women at the time (144–51).  
The femme fatale differs from figures such as Alex in that she has no interest in marriage or 
family; however, by situating her in the public/corporate world the equation of successful 
career woman with danger and destruction is firmly enforced. As such femmes fatales 
articulate similar fears about shifting gendered power relations to Alex. However, what is 
particularly significant is that in postmillennial neo-noir there is a shift away from the 
popularity of the deadly woman as corporate psychopath. Instead, as Chapter Three reveals, 
the figure is more closely aligned with the classic fatale and the vamp. In the films that I 
discuss she is presented as a prostitute, a con artist, or she is cast in a role that is traditionally 
associated with femininity such as an actress or a dancer. This indicates a recent shift in the 
way fears about gendered power relations are expressed that in part involves a reversion back 
to (and idealisation of) a period in history less complicated by feminism. This next section of 
the chapter focuses on the theme of rape-revenge — a style of narrative that was not present 
in film noir proper but that has made its way into neo-noir and appears with increasing 
centrality on the new millennium.   
 
Rape-Revenge 
Rape-revenge narratives were particularly popular on screen in the 1960s and 1970s, 
although during this period they were generally aligned with horror rather than noir. 
According to Read (39) this plot style articulated second wave feminist responses to rape, as 
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well as functioning as an attempt to make sense of the changing position of women in society 
and the gathering women’s movement at the time (39). Typically, rape-revenge narratives are 
presented from a women’s point-of-view and see the heroine seek retribution because she, her 
friend, or her relative has been raped and/or murdered by a single male or group of males. 
Significantly, the revenge enacted by the woman often involves explicit castration, 
articulating masochistic paranoid male fantasies about the implications of feminism. Well-
known examples of the rape revenge narrative include Wes Craven’s The Last House on the 
Left (1972), Lamont Johnson’s Lipstick (1976), and Meir Zarchi’s I Spit on Your Grave 
(1978).
24
 In I Spit on Your Grave, the victim Jennifer (Camille Keaton) systematically 
murders the men who rape her one by one. In a particularly poignant scene she lures one of 
the perpetrators back to her home with the promise of sex before severing his genitals just as 
he reaches the point of orgasm. In Freudian terms Jennifer enacts fears of castration by 
literally turning her victim into a “bearer of the bleeding wound,” as Mulvey (15) famously 
describes the symbolic position of women. This theme is also enacted in The Last House on 
the Left where the parent of a murdered rape victim literally transforms into the vagina 
dentata — a symbolic expression of the orally sadistic mother (Creed “Monstrous” 109), after 
she tears the penis off one of the perpetrators with her bare teeth.  
According to Read (156), the structure and motifs of the rape-revenge narrative began 
working their way into some neo-noirs in the 1990s. Crucially, however, rather than playing 
out in a straightforward manner they are recycled in a way that undermines feminist 
responses to rape. Drawing on the example of The Last Seduction, Read (156) argues that 
Bridget utilises a discourse of victim feminism in order to get what she wants. She is shown 
using a rape scenario to frame Mike for sexual assaulting her and the killing of her husband 
(neither of which he perpetrated), enabling her to get away with both murder and the cash. In 
doing so, for Read, the film mocks the stereotype of women as a victim (160–4). A similar 
theme is played out in Disclosure where Meredith Johnson (Demi Moore) initiates a false 
workplace sexual harassment charge in order to destroy her targeted victim. The Last 
Seduction also mocks domestic violence in a comparable manner. Although Bridget is 
viciously slapped across the face by her husband Clay (Bill Pullman), the impact of such an 
action is subsequently ridiculed throughout the film. The slap is simultaneously exaggerated, 
dismissed, and used as an excuse in a variety of ways that undermine of the real impact of 
                                                          
24
 The Last House on the Left was remade in 2009 by Dennis Iliadis, I Spit on Your Grave was remade by Steven 
Monroe in 2010, with a sequel by the same director released in 2013. Lipstick was remade in India firstly as 
Insaf Ka Tarazu (Beldev Raj Chopra, 1980) then as Edi Dharmam Edi Nyayam (Bapu, 1982).  
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domestic abuse and the violation of power that is involved. Likewise, Body Heat twists the 
discourse of female victimisation/victimhood by aligning male violence with desire. In an 
early scene otherwise reminiscent of a horror films, Ned smashes his way into Matty’s home 
with the intention to have sex with her despite her having previously told him to leave. For 
her part Matty appears sexually turned on by this behaviour, begging Ned to “please, do it.” 
This adds to the suggestion that there is no such thing as rape; that secretly all women want 
sex (this is compounded by the fact that it is all part of Matty’s plan to set Ned up). Creed 
(“Monstrous” 124) argues that other 1990s thrillers such as Basic Instinct also debunk the 
conventions of the rape-revenge narrative by showing it as motiveless, implying that women 
always have a desire for revenge, which can express itself at any time. 
This shift is significant in the context of postfeminist discourse, which, as feminist scholars 
maintain, works to relentlessly undermine, and thus undo the feminist gains of the 1970s 
(McRobbie 11). As Chapters Three and Four reveal, the rape-revenge narrative remains 
central to postmillennial noir. Crucially, however, rather than being played out in a way that 
mocks or subverts female victimisation there is a distinct reversion back to the way this type 
of plot was structured in the 1960s and 1970s. The reproductions of I Spit on Your Grave and 
The Last House on the Left, and the films Sin City, Descent, Hard Candy, Jennifer’s Body, as 
well as both the Swedish and US version of The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo (Niels Arden 
Oplev, 2009; David Fincher, 2011) all play out themes of rape-revenge that, in the traditional 
sense of the narrative, do not undermine discourses of female victimisation, as do Quentin 
Tarantino’s action thrillers Kill Bill Volumes I and II (2003: 2004) and Death Proof (2007). 
However, many of these films (Sin City and Death Proof aside) focus on lone vigilantism. In 
this sense they sit in opposition to the collectivist action of second wave feminism.  
Conclusion 
Though the femme fatale comes in many forms, at the core of her characterisation lays a 
disconcerting mix of brooding, sultry sexuality, danger, and unpredictability. While she is 
exciting and transgressive, she also has an overwhelming propensity to destroy the lives of 
those who masochistically fall under her spell. Closely aligned to the vamp of early cinema, 
the “dark lady” emerged at a time when America was in political and economic upheaval. 
Domestically, the outbreak of the Second World War saw the role of women shift 
dramatically. Initially they were encouraged to contribute by engaging in paid employment in 
the public sphere. But once the conflict had ended women were expected to resume their 
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previous roles; something many were reluctant to do. Because of the socio-cultural climate at 
the time, coupled with the attachment of the femme fatale to latent male paranoia about 
gender destabilisation, it is commonly conceived that the figure is representative of the 
working woman who refuses to comply with societal expectations. However, a textual 
analysis of films noir of this period reveals that the femme fatale is rarely an independent 
working girl. Moreover, the waged woman is not problematised; in fact often, particularly in 
noirs featuring female investigators such as Stranger on the Third Floor and Phantom Lady, 
she is the heroine. Instead, the femme fatale is a parasite who presents a challenge to 
patriarchal hegemonic structures because she refuses to respect, value, and uphold idealised 
traditionalist notions, particularly those relating to romance, marriage, and motherhood. 
Instead, just as a predatory animal targets the vulnerable, she sees emotions such as love and 
desire as a weakness to be exploited.   
The perpetual transgression of traditionalist ideals and conventions, particularly relating to 
familial structures remains central to the construction of the neo-noir femme fatale. The 
prevailing objective of dominant postfeminist discourse, which emerged in the 1980s, is to 
undermine feminist gains of the 1960s and 1970s (McRobbie 11). Although this operates in a 
variety of forms, as the next chapter of this thesis will establish, one way postfeminism works 
to dismantle feminism is to focus on and venerate conventional social institutions and values, 
especially those relating to romantic coupling and family. Dispensed with Hays Code 
strictures and the accompanying necessitation to punish crime, an increasingly masochistic 
expression of patriarchal paranoia about the breakdown of traditionalist structures is 
articulated via the neo-noir femme fatale. For example, Bridget and Catherine both reject 
suggestions of a formal romantic relationship. Catherine goes a step further by murdering the 
men she has sex with and refusing to limit herself to heterosexual coupledom, as does Violet 
in Bound. Matty and Bridget both marry but have their lovers murder their husbands 
(although Bridget ends up having to do the dirty work herself).  
As discussed above, a film that has had a strong formative influence on many female 
representations found in premillennial noir is Fatal Attraction. Here conventional ideals and 
values are enforced by vilifying the professionally successful woman who prioritises her 
career over and above everything else. While corporate psychopaths like Bridget and 
Catherine do not desire familial bliss as Alex does, they none the less serve to enforce the 
discourse that career orientated women are selfish, sexually dangerous, and destructive. In 
saying this, there is a certain amount of pleasure to be had from the way characters such as 
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Bridget, Catherine, Matty, and Violet push conformist boundaries, outsmart men, and get 
away with their crimes. But at the same, time they are rigorously objectified; a form of 
trivialisation that serves to undermine their power and restore patriarchal domination. 
An alternative way that premillennial noir works to undo the gains of feminism is to dismiss 
and undermine feminist responses to rape and domestic violence. The 1960s and1970s saw 
the rise of the rape-revenge narrative that doubly served to articulate feminist responses to 
rape and express masochistic male paranoia about feminism. A central feature of these films 
is the explicit punishment of male offenders by the female victim, her friend, or her relative. 
The structures and motifs of the rape-revenge narrative surface 1990s in neo-noir, but rather 
than building on the earlier cycle they manifest in a way that ridicules feminist responses to 
rape. Femme fatales such as Bridget and Matty are shown using sexual assault and domestic 
violence scenarios as a weapon against their unwitting male victims. Similarly, Basic Instinct 
depicts revenge as motiveless. These modes of framing rape and abuse are significant in light 
of the fact that this cycle was short lived (as was the figure of the career woman as killer). 
Instead, postmillennial noir is shown to embrace the original conventions of the narrative 
style with increasing centrality.  
Other themes that emerge in classic noir, functioning as a precursor to later representations 
are those of aging and racial difference. Sunset Boulevard stands out as a poignant 
commentary on the way culture regards the fading sexuality of the aging woman. This sits in 
contrast to postfeminist representations of aging, which tend to pathologise it rather than 
critique discourses surrounding it, rendering growing older acceptable only as long as women 
can maintain a youthful, sexy appearance. As such the maturing femme fatale is something 
that has dwindled into obscurity. Instead neo-noir is marked by the increasing centrality of 
the fille fatale, a shift spurred by 1990s films such as Poison Ivy. In classic noir, themes 
relating to race emerged in the form of anxiety about racial difference. Touch of Evil 
articulates this by presenting the femme fatale as an elusive and sultry Mexican. Other noirs 
such as Cat People express racial fears more abstractly, here mysterious foreigner Irena 
doubles as a lethal black panther. In general premillennial neo-noir is marked by a distinct 
absence of racial diversity, although The Devil in a Blue Dress is a notable exception. By 
tracing the history of the cinematic femme fatale, this chapter has developed a framework of 
what constitutes the figure and the ways in which dominant socio-cultural discourses 
circulating at the time of production interact with the character. In the next chapter I establish 
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what is meant by the term postfeminism and examine the way popular culture functions as a 
conduit for dominant postfeminist discourse. 
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Chapter Two: Postfeminism and Contemporary Gender 
Representations in Neo-Noir 
Introduction 
Chapter One established the compositional elements of the femme fatale and explored how 
they relate to patriarchal anxieties generated by the destabilisation of traditional gender based 
ideals and conventions. I briefly introduced some of the ways that postfeminism interacts 
with, and influences premillennial neo-noir representations, particularly in relation to age, 
sexuality, feminist responses to rape, and the position of women in the public sphere. But 
postfeminism is a highly contested and often problematic term (Negra 4). With this in mind 
the purpose of this chapter is to track the various uses to which postfeminism has been put 
with the aim of establishing a theoretical foundation for this project. In the process I will 
engage with the research questions: What defines and constitutes postfeminism? How does 
postfeminist discourse influence representations of the fatale figure? And in what ways can 
interrogating postfeminist perspectives add to the field of research on the fatale? 
Building upon the work of critics such as McRobbie, Projansky, and Diane Negra, I 
understand dominant postfeminism to be a patriarchally grounded, media inspired discourse 
that shirks away from political engagement and is instead played out primarily through 
mainstream popular culture and advertising. I recognise that what is indicative of 
postfeminism is a tension where some of the gains of feminism, particularly those that fit 
with neoliberal ideology such as financial independence, autonomy, education, and sexual 
freedom are endorsed and even celebrated, whereas simultaneously other issues central to 
feminism are undercut. These include concerns surrounding career/ family balance and 
freedom from oppressive fashion and grooming regimes and objectification.    
I will begin by defining postfeminism, firstly in terms of a backlash, as was originally 
conceived by Faludi, and then in the context of its complex interrelationship with third wave 
feminism. Following this I will explore postfeminism’s enmeshment with neoliberalism and 
the way neoliberal ideologies relating to individuality, freedom, and choice are reconfigured 
and used to reinstall retrograde notions and practices with a view to ensuring gender re-
stabilisation. Finally the chapter will analyse how other themes that relate to gender 
representations in postmillennial noir, including sexuality, heteronormativity, and the 
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increasing centrality of girls, are articulated in dominant postfeminist discourse before 
concluding with an examination of the postfeminist man.  
Defining Postfeminism 
Most feminist scholars concede that postfeminism is a “widely applied and highly 
contradictory term” (Negra 2). In an attempt to define postfeminism, some feminist thinkers 
break the phrase down into various categories. For example, Chris Holmlund argues that 
postfeminism comes in the forms “academic,” “grrrl,” and “chick” (“Postfeminism” 116). 
Projansky identifies five kinds of postfeminism: “linear,” “backlash,” “equality and choice,” 
“(hetero) sex positive,” and “men can be feminists too” (“Watching Rape” 66–84). In a 
similar vein, gender theorist Rosalind Gill divides postfeminism into the subtypes: 
“epistemological break,” “historical shift,” “backlash,” and “sensibility” (“Gender & Media” 
249–68).25 These terms will be unpacked as the chapter progresses. However, despite the 
variety of labels that have been formulated in an attempt to define postfeminism, some 
central themes and features also arise.  
Postfeminism as Backlash 
Postfeminism exploded on the popular cultural map in the 1990s where it became 
“concretized as a cultural phenomenon and journalistic buzzword” (Genz 82). However, the 
term postfeminism first emerged in the early 1980s. According to Faludi, the word 
postfeminism is tied into a media inspired concept that the feminist project was, by the 1980s, 
“dead” (101). This assertion was based on the premise that feminist activism, which 
predominated in the 1960s and 1970s, was no longer needed since women had now achieved 
full independence and equality.
26
 But not only did the media espouse a discourse that 
feminism was no longer necessary; along with this message a more insidious idea that 
feminism was actually destructive to the lives of women was also instilled into mainstream 
discourse. Faludi describes this process as a “backlash” against feminism (1–3). According to 
Faludi rhetoric began circulating in the media that feminism had been a “great experiment” 
                                                          
25
 Added to the diversity of definitions is feminist theorist Hilary Radner’s argument that the representation of 
women in contemporary society is best described in terms of “neo-feminism,” as opposed to postfeminism, 
based primarily on the interaction of feminine identity with consumerism and the close alliance of feminist 
representations with neo-liberal ideology (6–9). 
26
 The term “post” implies a linear, historical trajectory of feminist movements (first, second, and third), which 
concludes with postfeminism as the period after feminism (see Projansky’s “linear” postfeminism [“Watching 
Rape” 116] and Gill’s postfeminism as a “historical transformation” [“Gender & Media” 249]). By promoting 
postfeminism as a finishing point, mainstream media is able to imply that feminism is now a thing of the past 
(Projansky “Watching Rape” 87). 
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that had not only failed but that had caused a crisis. Although bearing little relation to actual 
lives of women, the desire to “have-it-all” — independence, career, and a family — was 
blamed for making women miserable, as well as causing a plethora of physical and mental 
disorders that ranged from hair loss, to heart attack, to hysteria (Faludi 2–9; Projansky 
“Watching Rape” 116; Negra 2). In a very similar vein to Faludi, Whelehan argues that 
feminism has become an “f-word,” and is promoted in popular media as an “empty dogma 
which brainwashed a whole generation of women into a false consciousness of their 
relationship to power” (“Overloaded” 16). According to Whelehan (“Overloaded” 24–5) 
what has appeared in the popular media as a result is “retro-sexism,” where anti-feminist 
rhetoric is rehashed in the form of nostalgia, one way this is played out is through the 
popularity of re-runs of television shows that depict blatant sexism such as On the Buses 
(Ronald Wolfe and Ronald Chesney, 1969–1973) or M*A*S*H (Larry Gelbart, 1972–1983).  
Faludi contends that part of the backlash movement is the emergence of a new form of 
traditionalism. Here many of the key issues that earlier feminists were critical of such as 
sacrificing career and independence for marriage and motherhood are reconfigured by 
focusing on the language of individual choice rather than social convention or necessity. The 
overriding message being that it is acceptable, even desirable, to opt out of professional 
public life in favour of traditional domestic roles (Faludi 117). Faludi describes films such as 
Overboard (Garry Marshall, 1987), 9 ½ Weeks (Adrian Lyne, 1986), and most famously 
Fatal Attraction, in which the conventional “good mother” is pitted against the dangerously 
psychotic independent, single, career woman, as cinematic examples of the way new 
traditionalism is portrayed in popular culture (144–51). McRobbie describes the latter films 
crazed protagonist Alex as a contemporary witch who threatens the viability and “moral 
economy of new traditionalism” (35–6). As McRobbie points out, the cultural politics of 
backlash are played out in Fatal Attraction in such a way that it makes the film an 
instrumental example of what not to become as a woman (also see also Leonard’s book Fatal 
Attraction). 
As Jones (297–9) identifies, backlash ideology also informs many neo-noir narratives. Jones 
draws on Presumed Innocent as an example. In a similar vein to Fatal Attraction, the plot 
structure revolves around the brutal murder of a single, childless, sexually assertive, and 
professionally successful female prosecuting attorney. The culprit is revealed to be the 
disgruntled, long suffering wife of the murder victim’s work-place lover. Jones (307) argues 
that the film’s logic is that women who are both professionally and sexually empowered are 
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intolerable, that women of this kind must not only be eliminated in order to re-establish the 
family unit, but also because of their ability to exploit male vanity for their own ends and 
destabilise male order. For Jones, narrative film structures such as this, which involve the 
paranoid destruction of the transgressive woman and recuperation of traditional order, are 
motivated by a powerful backlash against the liberation of women and their increasing 
equality and presence in the public sphere since the 1960s and 1970s (Jones 314; also see 
Tasker “Working Girls” 128). As I identified in Chapter One, premillennial noirs such as 
Basic Instinct and The Last Seduction also situate professional women as a dangerous femmes 
fatales who have the power to undermine male domination. However, rather than eliminating 
them, these castrating women get away with their crimes. As such they articulate masochistic 
fears about feminism. The traditionalist themes underpinning films that vilify the professional 
woman also emerge in postmillennial noir, however, as I establish in Chapter Three they are 
played out in a somewhat different manner that is more closely related to classic noir.  
Beyond Backlash 
For McRobbie (12) Faludi’s backlash thesis is important because it charts anti-feminist 
interventions more or less as they happen. However, McRobbie, like many other feminist 
scholars, considers Faludi’s argument to lack complexity due to the fact that it fails to address 
the diverse relationship between feminism, femininity, and popular culture (See McRobbie 
12; Genz 70; Projansky “Watching Rape” 72–3; Tasker and Negra 1). According to 
McRobbie, rather than feminism being simply rejected, what more accurately occurs in 
contemporary culture is that elements of feminism are simultaneously taken into account as 
well as repudiated in a process that McRobbie describes as “double entanglement”: 
“postfeminism positively draws on and invokes feminism […] to suggest that equality has 
been achieved, in order to install a whole new repertoire of meaning which emphasises that it 
is no longer needed, that it is a spent force” (12).27 Thus, as feminist scholar Anthea Taylor 
summarises, what is indicative of postfeminism is a tension created by the endorsement, even 
celebration of feminism, and its simultaneous disavowal (“Single Women” 13). These 
conflicts lie at the core of what defines dominant postfeminist discourse; as Taylor argues, 
these contradictions and tensions “are constitutive of postfeminism itself” (“Single Women” 
13). They also complicate the way postfeminism is defined by creating a succession of mixed 
messages about women in contemporary culture.  
                                                          
27
 McRobbie’s reference to “double entanglement” is influenced by philosopher Judith Butler’s book Antigone’s 
Claim: Kinship Between Life and Death. New York: Columbia UP, 2000. 
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A common example used to demonstrate themes of double entanglement is the fictional 
character Bridget Jones (Renee Zellweger) in the chick flick comedy Bridget Jones’s Diary 
(Sharon Maguire, 2001). McRobbie describes Bridget as a prime example of postfeminist 
logic because, despite benefiting from the gains of the feminist movement (she has a good 
education and career, autonomy, financial independence, and sexual freedom), Bridget 
desperately pursues dreams of romance, finding a suitable husband, getting married, and 
having children (12). In a similar vein, the romantic comedy Kate and Leopold (James 
Mangold, 2001) centres on a successful professional woman who gives up her vocation in 
order to voyage back two hundred years and marry a time traveller that she met in the present 
(Negra 21). The last illustration also articulates the idealisation of a time before feminism. 
This theme emerges in Brick, which expresses nostalgia for classic noir — a period 
uncomplicated by second wave feminism, where the anti-hero could reclaim control by 
punishing the fatal woman for her transgressions.  
In many of these texts, an obsession with finding “Mr Right” is fuelled by a fear that time is 
running out, that the female protagonist, who is generally in her thirties or forties, will end up 
as a lonely old. As Tasker and Negra contend: “women’s lives are regularly conceived of as 
time starved; women themselves are [….] subject to their “biological clocks,” [….] to such a 
degree that female adulthood is defined as a state of chronic temporal crisis” (Tasker and 
Negra 10). These themes also filter into neo-noir. As I will establish in Chapter Five, In the 
Cut is also primarily about finding love and getting married before it is too late. However, in 
stark opposition to romantic comedies there are no happy endings; rather marriage is attached 
to death and violence. In keeping with the tradition of the Gothic thriller and films such as 
Suspicion, where Lina McLaidlaw rushes into marriage to con-artist playboy Johnnie because 
she is worried about being left on the shelf, In the Cut is deeply cynical about romantic 
coupling. As such, it functions as a critique, rather than an endorsement of dominant 
postfeminist discourse. Another way In the Cut speaks back to mainstream postfeminism is 
through the film’s emphasis on the act of disarticulation (in this case the modus operandi of a 
serial killer who enjoys pulling the limbs of his female victims from their sockets). Although 
I will expand on this considerably in Chapter Five, I argue that the murderer’s actions 
function as literal expression what McRobbie calls “disarticulating feminism” (24). By this 
McRobbie is referring to postfeminism’s project to undermine the gains of feminism through 
social processes that systematically break down female solidarity, and the political voice of 
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feminism, by negatively typecasting feminists as man haters and situating feminism as an 
unnecessary and outmoded thing of the past (24–7).  
Feminism and Postfeminism  
Contradictions and tensions around the definition of postfeminism also emerge in its 
complicated interrelationship with various feminisms. Historically, feminist movements have 
been fundamentally grounded in political activism. Early first wave feminists called for 
emancipation, focusing on women’s civil rights such as being able to control their own 
earnings, own property, have guardianship of their children, and suffrage (Millett 113). 
Second wave feminists of the 1960s and 1970s actively opposed discrimination against 
women, demanding economic and social equality, access to education, and sexual autonomy 
(See Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch). 
Contemporary third wave feminism is also politically grounded, embracing second wave 
feminist ideology while simultaneously critiquing its tendency to form “meta-narratives” 
about the experiences of women, which assume that the problems faced by them are the 
same, failing to take into account the issues of women marginalised by factors such as race, 
class, sexual orientation, and disability (Brooks 29; Gills et. al 1; Sanders 52; Heywood and 
Drake 3–4).  
Problematically, some academics conflate the term postfeminism with third wave feminism, 
using the two phrases synonymously. Not only does this approach to postfeminism fail to 
recognise it as something distinct from feminist movements, but it also further complicates an 
understanding of what postfeminism is. For example, sociologist Ann Brooks argues that 
postfeminism “is about a critical engagement with earlier feminist political and theoretical 
concepts and strategies” and about “the challenges posed to what has been identified as 
‘hegemonic’ feminism” (4). This description of postfeminism aligns very closely with what 
other scholars such as Lisa Shapiro Sanders (51), Alison Stone (85), and Leslie Haywood and 
Jennifer Drake (3–4) define as third wave feminism. As Stone asserts, “third wave feminism 
may be defined as encompassing ‘all critical work….that points….to the homogenising or 
exclusive tendencies of earlier dominant feminisms’” (85). Gill’s postfeminism as an 
“epistemological break” (“Gender & Media” 250) and Holmlund’s “academic” postfeminism 
(116) are also both directly aligned with third wave feminist discourse and its focus on 
political activism and external critique. Similarly Holmlund’s “grrrl” postfeminism is allied 
with political involvement and challenges to patriarchal hegemony in the music industry and 
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the politicised Riot Grrrl movement. According to Holmlund (“Postfeminism” 116) Riot 
Grrrl is much more closely affiliated with third wave feminism than the kind of postfeminism 
that dominates popular culture in that it generates a discourse that is eager to carry on first 
and second wave feminist struggles, such as gender equality and sexual autonomy, by 
engaging with political and institutional critique. It also revalidates female culture and the 
strength of femininity without diffusing it (also see Munford 144–45; and Heywood and 
Drake 5). As I argue in Chapter Four, Hard Candy makes a direct intertextual reference to 
grrrl postfeminism through the protagonist’s pseudonym, her self-determining actions, and 
the film’s revalidation of female strength. An emphasis on these themes, along with the 
critique of postfeminism found in In the Cut, points to the possibility that differing modes of 
discourse circulate alongside dominant postfeminism. This argument is supported by media 
and cultural theorist Stephanie Genz’s contention that there is an overlap between 
postfeminism and third wave feminism that is “an unavoidable consequence of the 
contradiction-prone social, political, and cultural environment in the contemporary West” 
(Genz 92).  
Despite the complexities associated with what constitutes postfeminism, the majority of 
feminist scholars, including Gill, Projansky, McRobbie, and Negra concur with Faludi’s 
argument that dominant postfeminism is a media inspired concept. For these scholars, the 
defining feature of postfeminism is that it shies away from political engagement and is 
instead a closed dialogue that begins and ends in the media, popular culture, and advertising 
(Faludi 9). As Gill asserts, in postfeminist culture “feminist discourses are expressed within 
media rather than being external, independent, critical voices […] feminist ideas are 
‘incorporated, revised, and depoliticised’” (“Gender & Media” 268). Similarly, Projansky 
argues that what differentiates postfeminism from previous activist movements is that it is a 
“cultural discursive strategy rather than an actual historical event” (“Watching Rape” 84). 
Instead, as Negra contends: “postfeminism offers pleasure and comfort in (re) claiming an 
identity uncomplicated by gender politics, postmodernism, and institutional critique” (2). 
These defining statements clearly delineate postfeminism from feminist movements that 
function as a direct critique of patriarchal power structures and work to initialise social, 
political, and legislative change.  
Additionally, third wave feminism prides itself on the rejection of essentialist discourse and 
the avoidance of universal claims about the experiences of women (Sanders 50; Stone 85). 
However, the vast majority of postfeminist representations in popular culture explored by 
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feminist theorists to date make little or no distinction among various social and cultural 
positions or experiences of women (Projansky “Watching Rape” 73): As Negra argues: 
“postfeminism codifies and essentializes femininity, relentlessly insisting that all women are 
bound together by a common set of innate desires, fears, and concerns” (12). As touched on 
in Chapter One, the result is that female figures in mainstream popular culture tend to fit with 
what Projansky describes as an “assimilationist mode of representation” (“Watching Rape” 
74). Here depictions of white, middle-class, heterosexual women’s achievement are 
privileged as markers for all women’s supposed success. This is particularly pronounced in 
chick flick narratives drawn on by feminist scholars. Sex and the City: The Movie (Michael 
Patrick King, 2008) for example, demonstrates Projansky’s argument as it relates to race and 
class especially well. Although Carrie Bradshaw’s (Sarah Jessica Parker) African-American 
personal assistant Louise (Jennifer Hudson) is something of an anomaly in a production that 
is, for the most part, conspicuously Anglo-centred, she upholds the same materialistic, 
heterosexual romance obsessed ideals as Carrie and her white, middle-class friends. Louise is 
addicted to designer handbags (however she rents, rather than owns them) and has moved to 
New York optimistically dreaming of finding true love. I will unpack the way assimilationist 
modes of representation relate to heterosexuality later in the chapter. In relation to themes of 
race and class in neo-noir, non-Anglo fatale figures are relatively common. For the most part 
they tend to be aligned with the same threats of seductive femininity as their deadly white 
female counterparts. However, as I establish in Chapter Three, the film Descent breaks from 
this type of representation by exploring the subjective experiences of a woman marginalised 
by both race and class without generically framing her in an overtly sexualised manner. 
Again, as with Hard Candy and In the Cut this indicates to the presence of different types of 
discourse existing in conjunction with dominant postfeminism.  
Neoliberalism and Dominant Postfeminism 
One way of understanding the central themes of postfeminist discourse, as they are played 
out in film and popular culture, is to explore them in the context of the socio-political climate 
of neoliberalism from which postfeminism emerged (Taylor “Single Women” 15). As Taylor 
explains, economically, neoliberalism refers to a policy of limited state intervention, 
maximising the role of the private sector, and the privileging of the market. However, 
neoliberalism’s emphasis on the privatisation of state assets and services has also morphed 
into a broader social rhetoric around how citizens should behave. Individuals are constructed 
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as entrepreneurial actors in every sphere of life, and are seen as rational, calculating, and self-
regulating; with a life story that is the outcome of deliberate choices (Taylor “Single 
Women”15; Gill “Culture & Subjectivity” 433). According to Gill: “the autonomous, 
calculating, self-regulating subject of neoliberalism bears a strong resemblance to the active, 
free choosing, self-reinventing subject of postfeminism” (“Culture & Subjectivity” 443). For 
Gill this suggests that postfeminism is not simply a response to feminism but also that it is at 
least partially constituted through the pervasiveness of neoliberalist ideologies. Gill argues 
that this is highlighted by the fact that it is women who are called on to self-manage and self-
discipline, to a much greater extent than men (“Culture & Subjectivity” 443). In this sense, as 
Taylor correctly identifies, postfeminism is, in effect, “neoliberalism gendered feminine and 
articulated to a feminist-inspired discourse of autonomy, freedom, and choice for women” 
(Taylor “Single Women” 15).28 Femmes fatales such as Bridget in The Last Seduction and 
Catherine in Basic Instinct illustrate these kinds of ideologies. As I reveal later in the thesis, 
neoliberal value systems are also particularly pronounced in Sin City, where the deadly 
women are fiercely independent and self-regulating; as is fille fatale Hayley Stark (Ellen 
Page) in Hard Candy. 
According to Gill (“Gender & Media” 254–5) neoliberalism’s influence on the way gender 
representations are played out in film and popular culture can be evidenced in a number of 
ways. These include the earlier mentioned entanglement of pro and anti-feminist ideals, an 
emphasis on physical appearance, and a marked sexualisation of culture. However, as Gill 
(“Gender & Media” 259) argues, sexualisation no longer takes the form of straightforward 
objectification (as in the1960s and1970s lesbian vampire films discussed in Chapter One for 
example). Instead, in keeping with neoliberalism’s emphasis on individual choice and self-
empowerment, women are presented as active, desiring, sexual subjects who assertively 
choose to portray themselves in a seemingly objectified manner because it suits their 
liberated interests to do so. Matty in Body Heat is one example of how this manifests in neo-
noir. Importantly, for Gill, this move from objectification to self-objectification, or as Gill 
terms it, “subjectification” (“Gender & Media” 258) is signified by a shift in the gaze, away 
from an external, male, judging look, to a self-policing narcissistic gaze. Influenced by 
philosopher Michel Foucault, Gill contends that this change represents a realignment in the 
                                                          
28
 For McRobbie neoliberal ideology underpins the disarticulation of feminism in the context that it functions as 
a dispersal strategy by making the basis of coming together in a political act of female solidarity unthinkable on 
the assumption that there is no longer any need for such actions (26–7).   
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way power operates. Instead of being imposed externally, from the outside or above, the 
objectifying male gaze is levied internally, constructing one’s very subjectivity. As Gill 
argues, the internalisation of the male gaze is responsible for the formation of a new 
disciplinary regime: “we are invited to become a particular kind of self, and endowed with 
agency on the condition that it is used to construct oneself as a subject closely resembling the 
heterosexual male fantasy that is found in pornography” (“Gender & Media” 258). The scene 
in Basic Instinct where Catherine crosses and uncrosses her legs while supposedly not 
wearing any underwear illustrates this. 
Subjectification is also aligned with neoliberalism through an emphasis on consumption. 
According to Gill, self-scrutiny and self-surveillance has led to a Western cultural obsession 
with the physical form, whereby having a “sexy body” is determined as women’s key, if not 
sole source of identity (“Gender & Media” 255), as 1980s and 1990s neo-porno noir’s 
emphasise. Central to the maintenance involved in being a looked at sexual subject is 
expenditure on a range of personal grooming regimes and commodities such as waxing, 
tanning, manicures, pedicures, facials, Botox, and cosmetic surgery (Gill “Gender & Media” 
187; Negra 119; Projansky “Watching Rape” 80). British make-over television show Ten 
Years Younger (Maverick Television, 2004– present), which features unkempt, prematurely 
aged, out of shape women being completely remodelled, often with drastic cosmetic surgery, 
is one example where this is played out in mainstream culture (McRobbie “Aftermath” 129). 
Shows such as Ten Years Younger also highlight the way postfeminism espouses middle-
class ideals through the way conspicuously lower-class subjects are transformed to fit with 
impeccably middle-class appearances (McRobbie “Aftermath” 129). In a similar vein, 
BBC3’s series Snog, Marry, Avoid (2008–2013) critically judges predominantly lower-class 
young women for their excessive “fakery” and for failing to be “naturally” feminine. Subjects 
are then given a “make-under” before being assessed as significantly more classy; although 
this more natural, “authentic” look is rarely maintained (Taylor “Reality TV” 2012). As 
Taylor (“Reality TV” 2012) argues, in seeking to make-under the subjects the show operates, 
largely unsuccessfully, as a form of class-makeover.
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 McRobbie argues that television programs that subject women to public humiliation for failing to adhere to 
middle-class standards generate a legitimate form of class antagonism, which sees women competing with each 
other, feeding into neoliberal ideals of gendered individualisation (129–30). 
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Subjectification and Sexuality 
According to journalist Ariel Levy, subjectification is also fuelled by the postfeminist 
rhetoric that there is no longer a need to worry about objectification or misogyny since the 
feminist project has been achieved. Levy argues that this is demonstrated by the popularity of 
what she describes as “raunch culture” and the rise of the “female chauvinist pig” (Levy 4). 
According to Levy, this is played out in television shows such as Girls Gone Wild (Joe 
Francis, 1999–2009), where young women expose their breasts and genitalia for the camera 
in return for clothing items such as t-shirts. It is also demonstrated by the way strippers and 
porn stars have become aspiring figures of sexual empowerment and liberation as their 
iconography has proliferated into the everyday real lives of women. Levy (26–7) draws on 
the way many women emulate the “porn star look” through choices in clothing, hair and 
cosmetics, as well as surgical procedures such as breast augmentation and vaginoplasty as an 
example. Levy also explores how the striptease has transcended the red light district, with 
“stripper-chic”, as Levy (26–7) describes it, working its way into mainstream culture; the 
popularity of pole dancing classes in the name of empowerment reflecting this. McRobbie 
describes these trends as being part of a “hyper-culture of commercial sexuality” (18). 
However, for McRobbie, far from being a source of empowerment, stripper-chic ultimately 
undercuts equality, instead insuring gender re-stabilisation by repudiating feminism (18).  
As explored in Chapter One, the deadly women of premillennial neo-noir are invariably 
presented as hyper-sexualised “neo-porno” femmes fatales who use their sexuality not only as 
a spectacle but as a weapon and strategy (Williams “Erotic Thriller” 101–3). This is 
exemplified in Body of Evidence with the prosecutor describing Rebecca Carlson as “a 
ruthless, calculating woman who is not only the defendant but the murder weapon itself” after 
she kills her victim through demanding sex. Stripper-chic also filters into premillennial neo-
noir. Showgirls centres on a stripper who aspires to become a topless Vegas performer. In Sin 
City, female characters are overwhelmingly sex workers and strippers. Here the femmes 
fatales also use sex as an approach, in this case presenting themselves in a highly stylised, 
eroticised manner, appealing to the heterosexual male fantasy in order to make a living. 
Therefore, although these fatal women employ sex as a manoeuvre in their game play, they 
also knowingly use subjectification as a tool and tactic, enabling them to get what they want. 
This complicates the idea that women are unwitting victims of a discourse that reconfigures 
misogyny and anti-feminism as empowerment and freedom. It is also worth mentioning at 
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this point that the postmillennial filles fatales that I examine in Chapter Four stand out in that 
they are not hyper-sexualised like their premillennial forerunners are (as in Wild Things for 
example). Though I analyse why this may be the case later in the thesis, it is a significant 
point in light of popular culture that places a premium on feminine sexuality by implying that 
feminist power is predicated on attractiveness and desirability (Levine 180). 
One way of explaining the complexity of the objectification/subjectification dichotomy is 
through Doane’s concept of femininity as masquerade. Influenced by psychoanalytic theorist 
Joan Riviere, Doane (“Femmes Fatales” 81) argues that excessive female sexuality (or 
womanliness) functions as a mask or disguise enabling women to separate their true selves 
from the male gaze. This makes it possible for women to function successfully in a 
patriarchal world; their femininity distracting from their masculine attributes that would 
otherwise render them a threat to men, thus averting any anxiety and retribution that they 
might otherwise be exposed to. Doane (“Femmes Fatales” 81) aligns this type of masquerade 
with the character of the femme fatale who relies on her excessive femininity and the 
predominantly male structure of the gaze in order to subvert the law and the true nature of her 
disposition. This is explicitly played out in premillennial noirs such as The Temp and 
Disclosure where greedy, ambitious fatale figures insidiously use their sexuality (albeit 
unsuccessfully) in order to work their way up the corporate ladder in male dominated work 
environments. For Projansky (“Watching Rape” 82) Doane’s theoretical model explains both 
the excessiveness of postfeminist femininity and sexuality as well as the ironic combination 
of bodily display and successful professionalism that is depicted in many 1980s and 1990s 
neo-noirs. For McRobbie, masquerade, as it is played out in the context of postfeminist 
discourse undercuts the power of women in the world of work and employment through the 
encouragement to “once again adopt the mask of submission and servitude and to invest time 
and effort in the crafting of a self which ensures desirability” (McRobbie 84). I will expand 
on the role of masquerade as it is played out in postmillennial noir in the subsequent chapters 
of this thesis.  
So far I have established that dominant postfeminism is marked by a discourse whereby 
women are called upon to present themselves in a highly sexualised manner in the name of 
supposed self-empowerment. Not only does this mode of representation feed into 
neoliberalism through increased consumption, but by encouraging women to represent 
themselves this way, the potency of their threat to patriarchal hegemony is effectively 
undercut. In noir, women are shown to knowingly use their sexuality to feed into 
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heterosexual male fantasies with the express purpose of exploiting them, highlighting the 
deep seated masochistic patriarchal anxieties attached to figure. What is more, dominant 
postfeminism’s emphasis on the heterosexual male gaze is interwoven with a broader 
discourse that serves to naturalise heterosexuality across most spectrums of popular culture, 
as this next section will establish.    
 Popular Culture and Heteronormativity 
The shift from objectification to subjectification does not only mean that women are 
encouraged to fashion themselves to appeal to the heterosexual male fantasy. It also 
intensifies the heterosexual gaze. Projansky describes this as “to-be-looked-at” postfeminism 
because it celebrates heterosexuality for the pleasure it provides to men (“Watching Rape” 
80). However, an emphasis on heterosexual desire does not just shift focus to it, it also serves 
to normalise it. As such, heteronormativity emerges as another central theme of postfeminist 
discourse. As Taylor argues: “A core component of postfeminism is the re-embrace, 
naturalisation, and indeed celebration of heterosexual romance” (“Single Women” 8). 
Underlying this need to secure heterosexual coupledom is an attempt to re-stabilise gender 
power structures that have been disrupted by the political, economic, and legislative gains 
achieved by earlier feminist movements (Ingraham 18). According to McRobbie (62), the 
prospect of women becoming increasingly less dependent on men and the resulting 
possibility of a destabilisation of gender hierarchy has made it increasingly important for 
security in terms of sexual desire. The endorsement of heterosexuality and its 
institutionalisation through marriage is considered to enforce the maintenance gendered 
power relations through the controlling of women, particularly in the realms of sexuality and 
motherhood, as well as to serve neoliberal capitalist interests of mass consumption (Taylor 
“Single Women” 21; Ingraham 173). As feminist writer Adrienne Rich (634) argues, male 
attention to the controlling of women, particularly in the realms of sexuality and motherhood, 
is fuelled by the requirements of industrial capitalism: “We need an economics which 
comprehends the institution of heterosexuality with its double workload for women and its 
sexual divisions of labour, as the most idealised of economic relations” (659). By portraying 
heterosexuality as naturally occurring, it becomes taken-for-granted, unquestioned, and 
consequently central to the organisation of everyday life. It is these patriarchally grounded 
ideals that the femme fatale typically threatens. 
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Feminist theorists including Ingraham, McRobbie, and Taylor contend that heteronormativity 
is played out in popular postfeminist culture by excluding or marginalising lesbian 
relationships, instead focusing almost exclusively on opposite sex romance and the traditional 
white wedding (Ingraham 170–218; McRobbie 62; Taylor “Single Women” 20). This 
strategy effectively “writes out” same-sex desire. While in noir, the family unit and happy 
marriages are always peripheral to sexuality and crime, in the large volume of chick flicks 
focusing on heterosexual relationships supports this argument. Some recent examples include 
Bridesmaids (Paul Feig, 2011), What to Expect When You Are Expecting (Kirk Jones, 2012), 
The Big Wedding (Justin Zackham, 2013), Are We Officially Dating? (Tom Gormican, 2014), 
and Endless Love (Shana Feste, 2014) to name a few. Films like these all promote and 
normalise traditional heterosexual coupling by positioning it at the forefront of the narrative. 
Based on such representations, Tasker and Negra argue that postfeminism “absolutely rejects 
lesbianism in all but its guy-friendliness forms, that is, divested of potentially feminist 
associations and invested with sexualised glamour” (21). Levy’s description of girls 
performing sexual acts with each other in front of the camera for Girls Gone Wild provides a 
prime example (Levy 11). In regard to gay men, gender and cultural scholar Steven Cohen 
suggests that consumer culture and mass media have transformed the visible gay guy into the 
postfeminist female’s best friend and confidante: “a useful accessory of postfeminist 
femininity” (117). Cohen draws on the example of the television series Queer Eye for the 
Straight Guy (David Collins and David Metzier, 2003–2007) where five gay men make over 
a straight guy, teaching him how to satisfy the emotional and domestic needs of a present or 
potential female partner (176). Another example is Frank Oz’s 2004 comedy remake of 
Bryan Forb’s 1975 horror The Stepford Wives where gay character Roger Bannaster (Roger 
Bart) is a comically flamboyant, fashion obsessed friend to the town’s only remaining real 
women.  
However, despite the popular consensus among feminist theorists that mainstream popular 
culture marginalises (or trivialises) same sex representations, particularly in chick flick 
narratives, it is important to note that there are also a number of films in this genre where 
topics of lesbian romance are central, for example Imagine Me and You (Ol Parker, 2005), 
Gray Matters (Susan Kramer, 2006), The Kids Are Alright (Lisa Cholodenko, 2010), and 
Elena Undone (Nicole Conn, 2010). In these films the sexual identity of the central 
protagonist is often called into question, but ultimately she finds self-assurance and happiness 
as a lesbian. Additionally, gay men are not presented as an accessory to the postfeminist 
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woman in every instance as is demonstrated by the television drama series Six Feet Under 
(Alan Ball, 2001–2005) for instance. There are also cultural variances in the way non-
heterosexuality is presented, as in films such as La Ley del Deseo (1987) by Spanish director 
Pedro Almodóvar.  
Alternatively, in Hollywood neo-noir and the thriller genre in general, same-sex relationships 
are neither omitted from the narrative, nor do the characters find any kind of assurance from 
them. Bound is the only example of a noir where the lesbian “gets the girl,” and even then, as 
discussed in Chapter One, the promise of a genuine romance is uncertain. Rather, the distinct 
possibility that Violet is only using Corky and that she will double-cross her later as she did 
her previous boyfriend, hangs thickly in the air. Overwhelmingly, the deadly woman of noir 
is framed as either bisexual, or like Violet, she claims to only have sex with men for financial 
reasons. Instead of writing out same-sex coupling, heteronormativity is enforced by aligning 
lesbianism/bisexuality with themes of instability, narcissism, criminal behaviour, and 
destruction. Poison Ivy, Basic Instinct, Showgirls, Bound, Freeway, Wild Things, Mulholland 
Drive, Femme Fatale, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, and Chloé all feature dangerous 
woman/girls who are either lesbian or whose sexual orientation is ambiguous. As do the 
crime drama/thrillers Heavenly Creatures (Peter Jackson, 1994), Butterfly Kiss (Michael 
Winterbottom, 1995), and Monster (Pattie Jenkins, 2003). Deadly lesbians also emerge in 
horror, as in the French production Haute Tension (Alexandre Aja, 2003) where the lesbian 
antagonist is a brutal serial killer (as she is in Monster and Butterfly Kiss) and Jennifer’s 
Body, which contains overtones of same-sex desire. Although the gay homme fatal is a far 
less common trope than the sexually ambiguous femme/fille fatale, as mentioned in Chapter 
One, he does appear in the Hollywood noirs Cruising, The Talented Mr. Ripley, and Bad 
Influence. I will explore why lesbian/bisexual relationships are so popular and structured so 
differently in noir in Chapter Three.  
Postfeminism and the Girl 
Another discourse that dominates postfeminism is a preoccupation with youth and the 
pervasive “girling” of popular culture (Whelehan “Aging” 78). As discussed in Chapter One, 
themes of aging emerge overwhelmingly in the contexts of anxiety, where growing old is 
pathologised and linked to loss of power, beauty and sexuality, and maintaining a youthful 
look becomes imperative (I will examine how this theme manifests in noir in Chapter Three 
as part of my analysis of the film Chloé). Shows such as Ten Years Younger thrive on such 
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tropes, acknowledging aging only to the extent that it can be erased by products and 
procedures (Whelehan “Aging” 78; Projansky “Mass Magazine” 43; Tasker and Negra 11). 
As well as placing an emphasis on looking youthful popular culture encourages more mature 
women to behave younger than they are. McRobbie (24) draws on the example of Bridget 
Jones who, despite being thirty-two acts as though she is a rather immature eighteen-year-old.  
An alternative way that postfeminism venerates youth is through an ever increasing focus on 
girls and young women as central subjects — a theme that underlies my analysis of the fille 
fatale in Chapter Four. As discussed in Chapter One, the 1990s saw a significant rise in girl 
representations in noir. This shift is also evident in postfeminist popular culture as a whole 
where girls have become central to the notion of female empowerment. Much of the 
popularity of this has been fuelled by the term “girl power,” which became a popular phrase 
in the 1990s. Girl power (or grrrl power— said with a growl) was originally closely affiliated 
with third wave feminist activism and the politically grounded “grrrl postfeminism” 
(Holmlund “Postfeminism” 116). Grrrl power was the catch phrase for a young radical 
underground feminist movement called “Riot Grrrl,” who emerged on the US and UK punk 
music scene in the 1990s. However, despite its origins as an explicitly political concept, the 
1990s also saw a discourse of girl power utilised by various elements of popular culture and 
mainstream media in a way that promoted the idea of feminism as an unnecessary thing of the 
past. In this context the deployment of girl power articulates the notion that girls have 
attained all the autonomy they need, or could ever want (Taft 72; Griffin 33–4; also see 
Whelehan “Overloaded” 37–57). Thus, as sociologist Jessica Taft argues, girl power is used 
to symbolise the achievement of independence and equality (the implication being that young 
women should be satisfied and content with the current social order). What is more, Taft 
contends that at times girl power can even be used to articulate the idea that young women 
now have too much authority and that feminism and a focus on girls is excessive (72).  
One of the central promoters of this kind of girl power during the 1990s was manufactured 
British pop group the “Spice Girls.” Here the term was attached to the value of female 
friendship, promising an all-girl world of fun, sassiness, and dressing up in revealing clothes 
with lots of glitter and make-up in order to please yourself. Central to this image is 
consumption and the suggestion that success and power are predicated on the purchase of the 
right clothes, shoes, and other commodities. Therefore, this form of girl power not only 
undermines feminism through its insistence that it is a spent force (McRobbie 12), it is also 
marginalising since it is only available to those who can afford the right products or those 
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who are not self-conscious about their shape or size, and are from an ethnic background that 
allows such bodily displays (Griffin 33–4; Taft 74).  
Harris describes this heavily consumer based form of girl power in terms of a “can-do” 
philosophy (“Future Girl” 19–21) that embraces neoliberal ideals of the flexible, resilient, 
self-driven, self-made modern subject, creating an image of young women as able to have it 
all. The hallmarks of success for the can-do girl include having a well-paid glamorous career 
and a luxurious consumer based lifestyle that embraces the aesthetic markers of 
commercialised girl power. As well as the Spice Girls, Harris cites popular fictional 
characters such as “Lara Croft,” “Tank Girl,” and “Buffy the Vampire Slayer” as examples of 
can-do girls, describing them as a mix of youth, vitality, sexuality, and determination 
(“Future Girl” 19–21). However, although heroines such as Lara Croft and Buffy are exciting 
and evocative, as film theorist Lisa Coulthard (173) argues, they none the less represent 
highly individualistic, superficial markers of power whose self-serving action endorses 
dominant postfeminist discourse in that it marks a shift away from socio-political action. This 
same argument can also be made for rape-revenge narratives where lone vigilantism also 
detracts from ideas of collectivist ideas of action (a theme that is pertinent to Hard Candy, as 
I will discuss in Chapter Four).  
At the opposite end of the spectrum to the can-do girl is what Harris describes as the ‘at-risk” 
girl (“Future Girl” 25–6), or as McRobbie terms her, the “phallic girl” (83–4). Though still 
embroiled in the notion that feminism has been achieved, the phallic or at-risk girl projects 
notions of gender equality by behaving like her male counterparts, adopting what McRobbie 
describes as “the habits of masculinity” (83). This includes self-destructive behaviour such as 
heavy drinking, swearing, smoking, fighting, engaging in casual sex, public indecency, 
getting arrested, consuming pornography, and attending lap dancing clubs, conduct that for 
Harris takes the philosophy of girl power too far (Harris “Future Girl” 25; McRobbie 83). 
However, despite adopting traditionally male coded performative actions, the phallic, at-risk 
girl retains her femininity and desirability to men by revealing herself to have similar sexual 
appetites, aligning her with Levy’s observations about raunch culture. A cinematic example 
of the phallic girl is Lisbeth Salander (Rooney Mara) in The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo. 
Despite being fiercely independent and highly intelligent Lisbeth is a rebellious social misfit 
who is continually engaging in dangerous, violent and impulsive behaviour. As I will 
establish in Chapter Four, in some instances the fille fatale fits with the dynamics of the at-
risk girl as Lisbeth does, but at other times she complicates this framework. So far I have 
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examined the major themes and debates circulating in postfeminist discourse, as they relate to 
female representation, and established the ways in which they connect to my thesis. The next 
section of this chapter will explore the way men are represented in the context of 
postfeminism. This section will establish the theoretical grounding for my analysis of the 
homme fatal in Chapter Five.  
The Postfeminist Man 
To date, feminist critique of contemporary postfeminist mass media culture has tended to 
centre on representations of women/girls. In comparison, there has been relatively little 
interest in how men are situated in dominant postfeminist discourse. Although, this is not to 
say that the way men are characterised has been entirely overlooked. Male representations in 
popular culture have been analysed extensively in the field of masculinity studies, 
particularly with respect to hyper-masculinity, as will be examined in Chapter Four in 
relation to Brick. There has also been some scholarly exploration of the male equivalent to 
the archetypal chick flick character, which emerges in popular culture in the form of the 
“metrosexual male.” This figure is typically vain, narcissistic, young, and single with a highly 
disposable income who lives and works in the city and enjoys activities such as shopping for 
clothes, accessorising, and using body products (Coad 23). The metrosexual male is 
notoriously critiqued in Mary Harron’s 2000 black comedy/thriller American Psycho 
(developed from Bret Easton Ellis’ 1991 book of the same title). In contrast, Modleski 
examines male subjects who often emerge in postfeminist popular culture presenting a 
sensitive, nurturing, feminised form of masculinity (the antithesis of hyper-masculinity). 
While Modleski draws on the comedy genre, it is the theoretical underpinnings of Modleski’s 
work, along with that of film theorist Sabrina Barton, that I will be drawing on to investigate 
homme fatal representations in neo-noir 
Both Modleski and Barton engage with the concept of femininity as masquerade, originally 
developed by Riviere. Barton builds on Riviere’s model of masquerade by using it in 
conjunction with Judith Butler’s theory of performativity, where she argues that gender 
identity is not necessarily tied to anatomy, rather it is an illusionary effect attached to a series 
of socially constructed norms involving poses, gestures, behaviour, positionings, and 
articulations that are reiterated to such an extent that they form part of one’s core identity 
(Butler “Bodies” xii–xxi). Although both men and women perform gender, Barton (312) 
contends that in cinema femininity is traditionally coded as a masquerade and framed as 
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unstable, fragmented and duplicitous, alternatively masculinity is typically defined as stable, 
strong, and real (that is, devoid of masquerade). However, as Barton (312) establishes, in 
premillennial women’s psychothrillers such as Pacific Heights (John Schlesinger, 1990) and 
The Silence of the Lambs (Jonathan Demme, 1991) for example, the opposite dynamics are at 
work. In texts such these, it is the male antagonist who is duplicitous, unbalanced, and 
shrouded in subterfuge, whereas the female heroine is a stable, unified figure who 
investigates and exposes the dangerous, deceptive man. Barton’s argument is especially 
pertinent to my analysis of Taking Lives. Here the deadly male is a highly unstable and 
elusive serial killer, who continually transforms his identity by adopting the persona of each 
of his murder victims — living their lives for as long as he can (rather like a hermit crab 
borrowing the shells of other species to hide in). In contrast, the female FBI agent 
investigating him is grounded, cohesive, and devoid of pretence. Masquerade also features 
prominently in Mr Brooks, In the Cut, The Killer Inside Me, and indeed, all texts featuring 
fatal men. In the former two films the homme fatal is a serial killer who conceals his true 
identity by operating under the guise of an officer of the law. In Mr Brooks, highly successful 
business man Earl Brooks (Kevin Costner) has a secret passion for committing murder, which 
he successfully hides from everyone he knows. However, Mr Brooks complicates the 
dynamics of the fatal man by making him both entirely knowable and situating him as a 
loving husband and an involved, caring biological father. This is something that sits in stark 
opposition to what traditionally constitutes the fatal(e) figure, who is almost never a birth 
parent and is without fail a disturber of familial order. One notable exception to this is Lilly 
(played by Angelica Huston), in Stephen Frears’ 1990 neo-noir remake of Jim Thompson’s 
1963 novel The Grifters. Lilly is both a mother and a femme fatale, but she abuses her 
matriarchal role by engaging in an incestuous relationship with her son and eventually killing 
him in a greed fuelled attempt to steal his money. 
Though affectionate, caring parenting is something that conventionally sits in opposition to 
typically “macho” representations of masculinity, Modleski argues that increasingly in 
postfeminist popular culture, traditionally “feminine” attributes are presented as attractive in 
men: “Femininity in a man is no longer something to be denied and repressed, no longer the 
object of ‘normal’ male ‘contempt,’ but rather a condition that man desires for himself” 
(“Feminism” 78). But while the adoption of a less traditionally masculine role indicates a 
desire to identify with and be more like women, as Modleski suggests, it would be a mistake 
to assume that envy negates anxieties generated by shifts in gendered power relations. 
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Drawing on Freud’s “Wolf Man” case study and the finding that male identification with 
women actually gives rise to the dread of castration (see Freud’s “From the History of an 
Infantile Neurosis”), Modleski maintains that one can be both envious and fearful of 
feminism and the position of women in Western culture (“Feminism” 78). Drawing on 
Leonard Nimoy’s Three Men and a Baby (1987), where themes of womb-envy are overtly 
expressed as an example, Modleski (“Feminism” 90) convincingly argues that the act of 
denying sex difference and male/female hierarchy is in keeping with postfeminist discourse 
that claims equality has been achieved and that feminism is a thing of the past.
30
 A disavowal 
of the distinction between sexes involves the illusion that one can not only have it all but be it 
all: male and female, father and mother, adult and child. Therefore a desire to usurp the 
function of women and become more like them actually avails men to undermine feminism 
(Modleski “Feminism” 90). Themes of womb-envy and the desire to appropriate feminine 
power are also played out in Taking Lives, as I establish in Chapter Four.   
Modleski’s thesis informs a much more recent examination of patriarchal representations in 
mainstream Hollywood cinema by Hamad. As Hamad (104–5) argues, since the 1980s 
Hollywood has become increasingly marked by an idealisation of fatherhood. Though this is 
a shift that first became popular in comedies, the action thriller genre soon followed in the 
footsteps of this trend where an obsession with families also developed. Film theorist Karen 
Schneider observes that from the early 1990s onwards, the action thriller became “hell-bent” 
on what she describes as the “rearticulation” of the traditional white, bourgeois, patriarchal 
family (4). Schneider (4) uses the term rearticulation to describe a process that saw a move 
away from impassive, lone 1970s and 1980s heroes like Dirty Harry (Clint Eastwood) and 
Rambo (Sylvester Stallone) towards narratives that introduce the family as the central 
concern. For film and cultural theorist Susan Jeffords, James Cameron’s noir infused 
action/sci-fi Terminator (1984) and its 1991 sequel Terminator 2: Judgement Day (Jeffords 
167) function as an example of the way rearticulation is played out on screen. In Terminator, 
Arnold Schwarzenegger plays a part-human cybernetic organism, sent back in time to 
assassinate future mother Sarah Connor (Linda Hamilton). In Terminator 2, Schwarzenegger 
has been re-programmed to protect Sarah’s child until he reaches adulthood. His central 
processing switch is reset, transforming him into a more human like father figure.
31
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 Another overt illustration of womb-envy can be found in Ivan Reitman’s 1994 comedy Junior, which centres 
on a pregnant man, played by Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
31
 More broadly, the types of characters played by Schwarzenegger as a whole can be seen as an example of 
rearticulation. Up until the early 1990s Schwarzenegger was renowned for his roles as solitary, hyper-macho 
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According to Jeffords (170) the transitioning discourse attached to the 1990s hero emerged as 
a response to declining workplace and national structures as a source of masculine authority 
and power, offering an alternative space — the family — where men could regain their sense 
of masculine power without having to confront alterations in the economic and social system 
that have led to their feelings of deprivation (170). 
It is in the 1990s that the paternal homme fatal emerged on screen. In Mike Figgis’ 1999 neo-
noir Internal Affairs, Dennis Peck (Richard Gere) has several biological children from 
multiple marriages. As a corrupt police officer involved in contract murder, prostitution, and 
drug smuggling, Dennis is a quintessentially fatal man, but he is also a concerned and 
devoted father. In her Lacanian analysis of Internal Affairs, literature theorist Margaret 
Cohen argues that Dennis Peck “crystallises contemporary social anxieties around material 
and ideological threats to a traditional gendered division of labor” (114).  
However, the paternalisation of Hollywood’s leading men is by no means delimited to the 
1990s. As Hamad (99–100) contends, it is a movement that has continued into the new 
millennium, permeating postfeminist popular culture to a near totalising extent with 
fatherhood located as the central anchoring trope of contemporary Hollywood masculinity. 
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It is also an association that this increasingly attached to the fatal man. As I identify in 
Chapters Four and Five, not only does Mr Brooks feature a loving father, come cold blooded 
killer, the neo-noir television series Dexter (Showtime, 2006–2013) also revalidates the 
idealisation of fatherhood by locating the homme fatal antagonist as a concerned father. But 
at the same, time noirs such as Stoker align paternal representations with both nurturing care 
and perverted patriarchal rage; a theme more commonly associated with the horror genre. I 
will analyse the underlying significance of these representation later in the thesis.  
The phenomenon of Hollywood paternalisation is exacerbated by a conspicuous “killing off” 
of biological mothers; intensifying the father/child dynamics of the narrative. This is common 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
protagonists in films such as Conan the Barbarian (John Milius, 1982), Conan the Destroyer (Richard 
Fleischer, 1984) and Commando (Mark L. Lester, 1985). By the 1990s he had made a dramatic switch to family 
orientated comedies like Junior, Kindergarten Cop (Ivan Reitman, 1990), and Jingle All the Way (Brian Levant, 
1996). 
32
 Although Hamad does note that it is possible to identify the seeds of a backlash against the idealisation of 
fatherhood in the margins of mainstream cinema with films such as There Will Be Blood (Paul Thomas 
Anderson, 2007), The Wrestler (Darren Aronofsky, 2008), and Crazy Heart (Scott Cooper, 2009) resisting the 
possibility of redemption for their flawed and self-destructive paternal protagonists (Hamad 113). Similarly, as I 
discuss in Chapter Four, Brian Fuller’s noir infused horror series Hannibal (2013–present) features themes of a 
backlash against the idealisation of fatherhood via Garrett Jacob Hobbs (Vladimir Cubrt) and Hannibal Lecter 
(Mads Mikkelsen).  
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across a range of genres, form post-apocalyptic zombie horror series like AMC’s The 
Walking Dead (2010–Present) to drama’s such as Alex Payne’s The Descendants (2011). It 
also emerges in neo-noir — in Dexter, both the biological mother of Dexter’s (Michael C. 
Hall) child and Dexter’s own mother are killed off when their offspring are in infancy. In 
texts such as Mr Brooks and Stoker the mother is not killed off (although she very nearly is in 
the latter film), however, she is emotionally distant, and somewhat ineffectual as a parent, 
playing a clear second fiddle to the involved, hands-on father.  
But while fatherhood has become an attractive and desirable exemplar of male identity, as 
Hamad (102) persuasively argues, ideologically it has a disingenuous relationship with 
feminism. Not only does it appropriate a role traditionally occupied by women through a 
surface discourse of involved and sensitive parenting called for by feminists, it also privileges 
male subjectivity and disavows gender hierarchical difference — a point originally made by 
Modleski in reference to Three Men and a Baby (“Feminism” 90; also see Tasker “Family in 
Action” 252–4). As such, dominant cinematic representations of fatherhood conceptualise 
McRobbie’s undisputed thesis that postfeminism draws on and evokes feminism to suggest 
that equality has been achieved in order to undermine it (McRobbie 12; Hamad 102).  
Conclusion 
Postfeminism, as it prevails in mainstream popular culture is distinct in that unlike other 
feminisms, it does not function as a way of giving voice to the concerns of women. Nor does 
it seek to politically challenge male hegemony. Instead postfeminism, as it is understood in 
this thesis, is a patriarchally grounded, media inspired concept that is fuelled by anxiety about 
changing gendered power dynamics, as such it works against feminism by undermining it. 
This is primarily achieved through a dominant discourse that suggests equality has been 
achieved and that any movement intimating otherwise is unnecessary and outmoded. 
Grounded in the individualistic, consumer driven rhetoric of neoliberalism, postfeminism 
articulates feminist-inspired notions of autonomy, freedom, and choice but reworks these 
themes by attaching them to a variety of retrograde ideals and conventions that ultimately 
serve to undercut the potency of female power. These include an emphasis on self-
surveillance and self-objectification where the male gaze is internalised in such a way that it 
influences one’s subjectivity. Here concepts of empowerment are used to encourage women 
to look and behave in a youthful, sexy manner (that is expensive to achieve and maintain). At 
the same time, postfeminist discourse places a premium on traditionalist themes such as 
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heterosexual coupledom and the idealisation of conventional family structures whereby the 
wife/mother prioritises family over and above career. This serves the interests of 
postfeminism by safeguarding the need for men in the domestic realm, a location where they 
are increasingly superfluous, re-stabilising gendered power structures in the process, as well 
as securing capitalist imperatives of mass consumption.  
In regard to the postfeminist male, fatherhood has become the new ideal masculinity with an 
overwhelming emphasis on paternal bonding in many screen genres. As with other themes 
central to mainstream postfeminism, representations of involved, nurturing fatherhood 
destabilise the gains of feminism by serving to usurp roles traditionally occupied by women; 
a move compounded by the fact that for the most part, biological mothers are erased from the 
narrative. Though fatherhood only emerges as a theme in selected neo-noirs, it has 
nonetheless worked its way into a film style that is typically marked by a distinct absence of 
deadly biological parents — the fatal(e) figure traditionally functioning as the antithesis of 
familial attachment. This is perhaps most pronounced in Mr Brook, where the fatal man is 
both a loving father and husband. This shift is significant when considered in relation to the 
femme fatale, who remains very much a destructive threat to conventional gender coupling 
and family structures, as the next chapter of the thesis will examine. 
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Chapter Three: The Femme Fatale of the New Millennium 
Introduction 
In the previous chapter I explored the various labels, themes, and debates that have developed 
in relation to postfeminism since the term first emerged in the 1980s. I established how 
dominant postfeminist discourse manifests in mainstream popular culture, and the ways in 
which it informs neo-noir. This chapter aims to determine how themes central to 
postfeminism influence the way the femme fatale of postmillennial neo-noir is constructed 
and how the figure is framed in comparison to earlier noir cycles of the 1940s and1950s and 
1980s and1990s neo-noir. I achieve this through an analysis of the movies Mulholland Drive, 
Chloé, Derailed, Sin City, and Descent (not to be confused with Neil Marshall’s 2005 female 
centred horror The Descent). In doing so I engage with the research questions: How does the 
femme fatale fit with the dynamics of postfeminist culture? How does she differ from earlier 
incarnations of the figure? And why are these representations significant for feminist film 
studies and cultural studies? I also explore how postfeminist discourse has shifted since the 
1980s and 1990s and in what ways is it articulated differently in postmillennial noir? In 
addressing these questions, this chapter reveals the post-2000 femme fatale to be a 
considerably diverse character that engages with dominant postfeminist discourse in a variety 
of ways.  
Focusing on Lynch’s haunting neo-noir Mulholland Drive and the thriller Chloé, the first 
section of the chapter examines the way lesbian and bisexual women are represented in these 
movies and in noir in general. As established in Chapter Two, one way that dominant 
postfeminist discourse works to re-stabilise traditional gendered power structures is through 
the normalisation of heterosexuality. In many genres this is played out through the 
marginalisation or exclusion of lesbian/bisexual portrayals, instead taking opposite-sex 
attraction for granted. Alternatively, in noir, rather than side-lining queer representations, 
heteronormativity is enforced by aligning women who desire other women with themes of 
mental instability, narcissism, deviance, and destruction. I argue that lying at the heart of this 
mode of representation is the femme fatale’s origins in Gothic horror and the figure of the 
lesbian vampire as she first appeared in J. Sheridan Le Fanu’s 1872 Gothic novella Carmilla. 
My textual analysis reveals that it is the infusion of this historical lineage with prevailing 
contemporary discourse that aims, for the most part, to problematise queer coupling and 
accounts for the way the characters in Mulholland Drive and Chloé are constructed. This is 
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enforced by the fact that the antagonist in Chloé is redeemed after she rejects her female lover 
in favour of her husband and family.  
Another way the desire to re-stabilise of gendered power structures is articulated in dominant 
postfeminist discourse is through a focus on themes of traditionalism, retreatism, and 
nostalgia for the past. In films such as Fatal Attraction this is famously played out by pitting 
the crazed career woman against the “good” stay-at-home wife and mother. Similarly, in film 
noir the femme fatale has a long history of holding scant regard for familial institutions since 
she first emerged on screen in the form of the vamp (“The Vampire” in A Fool There Was 
being a prime example). The next section of this chapter focuses on the film Derailed, which 
I contend is a modern retelling of Lang’s Scarlet Street. As such the film evokes a sense of 
nostalgia for a time before second wave feminism. But it also melds these themes with those 
of dominant postfeminism through its alignment to the tensions articulated in Fatal Attraction 
where infidelity threatens to destroy the family and women’s choices surrounding career, 
marriage, and motherhood are called into question. I explore how these factors emerge in the 
film and the ways in which they shape not only the femme fatale, but the wife of the man she 
seduces.  
The third section of this chapter focuses on the neo-noir’s Sin City and Descent. Adapted 
from a selection of graphic novels by Frank Miller the femmes fatales in Sin City are larger-
than-life, machinegun wielding, samurai sword swinging dominatrices. I examine these 
characters in relation to the way they are framed physically, and how they are depicted in 
regard to their occupations as sex-workers. I argue that unlike the archetypal femme fatale, 
whose selfish untrustworthy nature is a given, the fatales in Sin City stand out in that they are 
straightforward, relatively honest, tarts with hearts. Framing the fatale this way is in keeping 
with a broader shift, identified by Negra (86–7), towards a newfound respectability, even 
idealisation, of the sex worker in mainstream popular culture. I will establish the underlying 
implications of this and determine how framing women in such a manner fits with dominant 
postfeminist discourse. The theme of female vengeance is increasingly central to 
postmillennial noir. Therefore, I examine how it is played out in both Sin City and Descent. I 
also explore Descent in relation to race and class and propose that the film rejects 
assimilationist modes of representation that are central to dominant postfeminism. As such 
Descent points to the presence of alternative forms of discourse circulating in popular culture.   
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Mulholland Drive, Chloé, and the Spectre of the Lesbian Fatale 
As established in Chapter Two, one way that prevailing postfeminist discourse works to 
undermine the gains of feminism is through an emphasis on heterosexual romance and 
marriage. By assuming heterosexuality and positioning it at the centre of the narrative, it 
becomes normalised and taken for granted. As theorists such as McRobbie (62), Taylor 
(“Single Women” 21), and Ingraham (173) argue, the underlying rationale of 
heteronormativity is the re-stabilisation of gendered power dynamics, the re-establishment of 
a need for men in the domestic sphere, and the service of neoliberal capitalist interests of 
mass consumption. This way of framing desire is conspicuous in a broad spectrum of film 
and television genres from romantic comedies such as The Big Wedding, to horror series like 
The Walking Dead (which also emphasises themes of paternalisation). Significantly, on the 
other hand, in Hollywood neo-noir heteronormativity is articulated quite differently. Here 
same sex relationships, especially those between women, are markedly common. Instead of 
marginalising lesbianism/bisexuality it is aligned with deviancy, psychical instability, and 
criminality.  
This raises the question why, from a socio-cultural perspective, are same-sex relationships 
structured differently in noir (as well as the thriller genre more broadly)? This question will 
be explored through an analysis of Mulholland Drive and Chloé. Chloé (based on the 2003 
French film Nathalie, directed by Anne Fontaine) focuses on an intense, obsessive 
relationship that develops between call-girl femme fatale Chloé (played by Amanda Seyfried) 
and gynaecologist Catherine (Julianne Moore). Fuelled by paranoia that her college professor 
husband David (Liam Neeson) is being unfaithful, Catherine pays Chloé to test David’s 
loyalty. Although he ignores Chloé’s vague attempt to seduce him, she fabricates a 
succession of lurid tales about her sexual encounters with David as a way of maintaining 
Catherine’s attention. Despite feeling deeply distressed, Catherine is none the less compelled 
by Chloé’s lies, leading to an eventual affair between the two women. For Chloé this 
encounter cements her adoration for Catherine, but Catherine is in denial of her feelings and 
thoughtlessly rejects the already unbalanced Chloé who vindictively reacts by seducing 
Catherine’s son, having sex with him in Catherine’s bed. This leads to a confrontation 
between Chloé and Catherine resulting in Chloé being accidently shoved through a window, 
falling to her death.  
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Like Sunset Boulevard before it, Mulholland Drive tells the tragic tale of Hollywood dreams 
turned to dust, jealousy, madness, escapist fantasy, and murder (Andrews “Oneiric Fugue” 
26). The narrative is played out from the perspective of failed aspiring actress Diane Selwyn 
(Naomi Watts) and centres on her bitter sexual obsession with former lover Camilla (Laura 
Elena Harring). The film is divided into three sections, described by Lynch as: “Part one: She 
found herself inside a perfect mystery. Part two: A sad illusion. Part three: Love” (Rodley 
54). The first and second segments of the movie are Diane’s wishful dream, which functions 
as an escape from the unbearable reality that, after being humiliated and spurned by Camilla, 
Diane hires a hit man to have her murdered. Part three reveals the events that have led up to 
Diane’s fateful action.   
In Diane’s dream she is sweet, naïve Betty who arrives at her wealthy aunt’s Hollywood 
home to find a beautiful, dark haired woman in the bathroom. Earlier we witness a scene 
where the woman survives a violent car crash and, suffering a head injury, stumbles 
unnoticed into the apartment. Initially the woman introduces herself as Rita (after seeing a 
Gilda poster on the wall), but later confesses that she doesn’t know who she is. Undeterred by 
the strange circumstances surrounding Rita’s presence, Betty takes the frightened, vulnerable 
woman (actually Camilla) under her wing, enthusiastically assuming the role of detective in 
trying to discover her real identity.  
As Rita, Camilla is passive, dependent, and grateful. Importantly, she also fondly reciprocates 
the love Betty feels for her. But in reality, from Diane’s perspective at least, Camilla is a 
narcissistic, manipulative femme fatale (like the character portrayed by the famous star whose 
name she adopts in Diane’s dream) who takes sadistic delight in toying with the emotions of 
others. Just as Rita is Diane’s ideal lover in her fantasy, pretty Betty is Diane’s ideal ego33. 
She is vibrant, wholesome, and has a glowing future ahead of her. This is a far cry from 
reality where Diane is sullen, pathetic, and haggard with no prospects. Bitterly, she blames 
Camilla for her failings as an actress — Camilla wins a lead role that Diane badly wanted 
after sleeping with the (male) director (hence her choice of heterosexual coupledom is 
rewarded). Ultimately, Diane also blames Camilla for her own suicide. This is implied in the 
dream sequence when the two women transform Rita’s appearance after the discovery of a 
bloated corpse in Diane Selwyn’s apartment.  
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 In Lacanian theory the ideal ego is the idea of perfection that the ego strives to emulate — the idealised self-
image of the subject (Lacan 2–8).  
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The Lesbian Monster 
As Chapter One argues, the femme fatale is grounded in the realm of horror (Jancovich 
“Phantom Ladies” 166; “Female Monsters” 137). Not only does the figure literally manifest 
as a monster in texts such as the classic film noir Cat People but she is also a direct 
descendent of the “vamp” of early silent film — a construct that is itself a derivative of the 
blood sucking vampire of horror tradition. Building on this general ancestry between the 
femme fatale and the vampire, I contend that there is also a specific link between the 
lesbian/bisexual incarnations of these two iconic characters and that it is this historical 
lineage that informs the way the lesbian is depicted in contemporary noir thrillers. Though 
this is only subtly evident in Chloé, femme fatale Camilla in Mulholland Drive is clearly 
derived from the horror tradition — specifically Le Fanu’s Carmilla.  
Carmilla is told from the perspective of a sheltered, blonde haired nineteen-year-old girl 
called Laura, who lives in an isolated Styrian castle with her father. After a bizarre incident 
involving a carriage accident a young woman named Carmilla is left in the care of Laura’s 
father. Carmilla is beautiful and charming with dark hair and eyes, but she is an enigma; her 
origins and even her surname remain a mystery. Whereas Laura identifies some peculiarities 
about her new friend’s behaviour (such as her strange, intense moods, languid body 
movements, and other irregular habits), the two women are captivated with each other, 
quickly falling in love. However, although Carmilla appears harmless and fragile she is not 
what she seems. She is in fact a one-hundred-and-fifty-year-old vampire called Mircalla (an 
anagram of Carmilla), who preys on young women, seducing them while feeding off their 
blood as they sleep. Despite the affection she claims to have for Laura, Carmilla is compelled 
to slowly bleed her dry. This quickly takes its physical toll on Laura who becomes 
progressively pallid and lethargic, before Carmilla’s true identity is revealed and she is slain.  
The parallels between Carmilla and Mulholland Drive are numerous to the extent that it 
could be argued that Lynch’s film is a contemporary noir infused re-telling of Le Fanu’s 
classic novella.
34
 Both stories are told from the perspective of the blonde haired, blue eyed 
                                                          
34
 Mulholland Drive is richly permeated with many intertextual references. As well as Carmilla, Sunset 
Boulevard, and Gilda, there are distinct parallels between the movie and Vertigo, particularly in relation to 
themes of recovering lost love and the transformation of identity (Shetley 112–28). Motifs of merging, 
mirroring, doubling and reversal (as well as the dynamics of a famous actress now helpless and under the care of 
an emotionally unstable other woman) that form the core of Ingmar Bergman’s Persona (1966) also feature 
significantly in Mulholland Drive (Andrews 25–40). Further, Weiss (85) argues that vampirism is suggested 
through the erotic relationship of the two women in Persona, in which one takes over the personality/soul of the 
other. 
91 
 
“victim.” Both include a vehicle accident followed by the mysterious arrival of an elusive 
dark haired stranger who appears vulnerable and helpless, but whose beauty masks the fact 
that she is really a monster. Both narratives hinge on lesbian desire and involve the gradual 
emotional and physical destruction of the quarry as she suffers at the hands of her newly 
found love interest. Whereas Carmilla literally sucks her victims dry before moving on to 
another target, Camilla metaphorically sucks the life out of Diane, callously taunting her with 
her other lovers before dumping her. While Camilla is not a vampire per se, she is framed in 
a distinctly vampirish manner, her pale skin contrasted by lavish red lipstick and fingernails, 
and though she is not literally the living dead, the latter part of the film indicates that the only 
place Camilla remains alive is in Diane’s fantasy. But in the Lynchian universe, where 
conventional forms of narrative coherence, with their demand for logic and legibility are of 
little interest (Rodley ix), intertextual alignment with Carmilla extends beyond plot structure 
to capture the “mood,” or “feel” of the novella, that is best described in terms of the uncanny 
— something that also lies at the core of Lynch’s work (Rodley xi).  
Although Gothic literature is grounded in horror, the type of fear elicited in the works of 
writers such as LeFanu aligns more with the uncanny than outright terror. The uncanny (or 
Unheimlich in German, meaning unhomely) is an intangible feeling of dread accompanied by 
a peculiar, dream-like quality of something fleetingly recognisable in what is evidently 
unknown, conjuring up a mysterious impression of déjà vu. It involves uncertainty about 
names, places, and what is being experienced; that things are not as they appear. Though the 
uncanny can be frightening, at the same time it can involve a sensation that is compelling and 
beautiful (Royle 1–2). Socio-culturally the unheimlich can be traced back to the eighteenth 
century historical epoch of Enlightenment (Castle 8–10). Psychologically, for Freud, it has to 
do with repressed anxieties that have resurfaced, making their way into the consciousness, 
creating an odd impression of the known in what is evidently unknown (Freud “The 
Uncanny” 225–35). The inventory of motifs, fantasies, and phenomena associated with the 
uncanny is extensive. These can extend from the sight of dead bodies, severed limbs, and 
female sex organs, to the thought of being buried alive; from conditions such as epilepsy and 
madness, to haunted houses/castles. Themes of doubling, mirroring, anthropomorphism, 
doubt over whether an apparently living entity is really animate and conversely if a lifeless 
object, such as a doll or machinery, is in fact alive also fall under the broad range of what 
constitutes the uncanny (Jentsch 221–7; Freud “The Uncanny” 232–45; Royle 1–2).  
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Carmilla is bound up in dialectics between the known and the unknown. Themes centring on 
doubles, the undead, haunted places, conflicting emotions fuelled by desire and disgust — of 
“adoration and also of abhorrence” (LeFanu 264), and dream-like nocturnal encounters with 
sinister, shape-shifting creatures predominate. With Carmilla’s arrival, the boundaries 
between the heimlich (homely) and the unheimlich become blurred. Though Carmilla is a 
stranger, her presence triggers buried childhood memories for Laura of a strange and 
frightening experience where Carmilla appears in Laura’s nursery during the night, climbing 
into her bed with her before vanishing into thin air. In this sense Laura’s remote castle has 
never been homely. Disturbing truths have always lurked in its dark recesses, the return of the 
dead bringing them to light.  
Similarly, from the opening scenes of Mulholland Drive, the audience is plunged directly into 
the surreal unheimlich realm of Diane’s dream world. Here, all facets of the film making 
process — cinematography, sound score, misé en scene, and narrative structure are mobilised 
to evoke the elusive qualities of the uncanny. The use of rich saturated colours, soft-focus 
lenses, unconventional camera movements, stilted dialogue, and a hauntingly beautiful sound 
score composed by Angelo Badalamenti generate a cumulative effect of heightened artifice. 
This is starkly contrasted with Diane’s waking state which is shot using hard, unfiltered 
lighting and is dominated by dark shadows that highlight Diane’s grey, sickly appearance and 
foreboding surrounds. Narratively, just as the uncanny gives rise to an obscure sense of 
mystery and uncertainty, offering a fleeting glimpse of the tangible in something otherwise 
inexplicable, so too is the full intelligibility of Mulholland Drive kept at an ambiguous 
distance. Like Carmilla, the boundaries between waking and dream states are destabilised, 
any sense of certainty about what is real (of names, places, and identities) is undermined, and 
feelings of desire are paradoxically conjoined with loathing.  
While Chloé does not arouse the uncanny, like Mulholland Drive, the film draws extensively 
on themes of mirroring and doubling (as discussed later in this chapter). Noir aesthetic are 
evoked through the use of a muted colour palette, fantasy sequences, and night time settings. 
Although Chloé does not call to mind Le Fanu’s character Carmilla to the same extent that 
Lynch’s Camilla does (she is fair haired and stylised to appear fresh faced and innocent), she 
can nonetheless be interpreted as an incarnation of the classic lesbian vampire. Like Carmilla 
and Camilla she is elusive. Though the film is played out from Catherine’s perspective, it 
introduces Chloé’s character via a voice-over monologue where she describes herself in terms 
of what she can be to the men who elicit her services. She can become their first kiss, an 
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image torn out of a Playboy magazine, their daughter, secretary, or seventh grade math 
teacher — their “living, breathing, unflinching dream.” Then she can simply “disappear.” 
Also like Carmilla she is possessive, deceitful, manipulative, and unpredictable (as well as 
being rather tragic and vulnerable). The intensity of her character is captured in the way she 
is framed and shot — frequently in close-up, staring fixedly at Catherine (despite Catherine 
not returning her look), and with her mouth slightly open as if she would like to consume the 
object of her desire.   
 
 
Figure 7: Camilla (Laura Elena Harring) is stylised and shot in a way that is distinctly vampirish, alternately 
Chloé (Amanda Seyfried) is framed to evoke this theme in a more subtle, but nonetheless intense manner 
(Mulholland Drive, Lynch, 2001; Chloé, Egoyan, 2009). 
Feminist Interpretations of the Lesbian Vampire 
Le Fanu’s Carmilla is equally significant to the formation of the cinematic lesbian vampire, a 
myth that has been used extensively by film-makers (Zimmerman 23).
35
 One of the earliest 
female centred vampire movies to contain lesbian connotations is Dracula’s Daughter 
(Lambert Hillyer, 1936). However, it was in the 1960s and 1970s that the spectre of the 
lesbian vampire exploded on screen with a succession of movies featuring what filmmaker 
and cultural historian Andrea Weiss describes as a “male pornographic version” of the 
character due to the blend of horror with soft-core pornography (87). According to film 
scholar David Baker there were approximately twenty of this style of “sexploitation” lesbian 
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 Sixteenth century Hungarian noblewoman Elisabeth Bathory, who reputedly tortured and murdered over six 
hundred and fifty virgin girls, bathing in their blood to preserve her youth is also a major influence in the 
development cinematic female vampire (Zimmerman 23).  
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vampire movie released in the US, Britain, and Western Europe between 1968 and 1974 
alone. Some of the many examples include Roger Vadim’s 1960 film Et Mourir de Plaisir 
(Blood and Roses) — a very loose adaptation of Carmilla, Vicente Aranda’s La Novia 
Ensangrentada (The Blood Splattered Bride, 1972), and the Hammer production company 
trilogy The Vampire Lovers (Roy Ward Baker, 1970),
36
 Twins of Evil (John Hough, 1971), 
and Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster, 1971).  
Read (39) observes that the female vampire emerges at key points in the history of feminism. 
Carmilla, along with Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel Dracula, which also features female 
vampires in the form of Dracula’s three predatory daughters, who subvert conventionally 
coded Victorian gender roles by seducing Johnathan Harker, were written at a time when first 
wave feminist activism was gaining particular momentum in Western culture (Shanley 49). 
As Read argues: “Certainly, Stoker’s Dracula was, like the film noir cycle, produced at a 
time when women seemed to be threatening the established status-quo” (180). The passing of 
the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870 and the emergence of organisations such as The 
Society for Promoting the Employment of Women (Shanley 49) are just two examples of the 
changes occurring around this time. Similarly the prevalence of the eroticised lesbian 
vampire on screen in the 1960s–1970s coincides with the emergence of the international 
second wave feminist movement, suggesting that the character functioned as an expression of 
male fears about female autonomy and sexuality (Weiss 90). As Zimmerman (23) argues, 
second wave feminism saw women not only challenging male domination, but connecting 
strongly with each other in the process. In this context the lesbian vampire can be seen as an 
expression of fundamental male fears that woman-bonding will exclude men and threaten 
patriarchal supremacy. For Zimmerman (23–4), this is enforced by the fact that sexploitation 
vampire films of this period incarnate the most hostile aspects of sexuality, enacting many 
negative stereotypes attached to lesbianism, namely that it is infantile, sterile, morbid, and 
narcissistic in the sense that lesbians are only capable of making love to images of themselves 
(narcissism also relates to postfeminism’s emphasis on physical appearance and materialist 
consumption).
37
 However, the mass popularity of the eroticised horror/porn style lesbian 
vampire in its literal blood sucking sense is very much confined to the 1960s and 1970s.
38
 
                                                          
36
 This film loosely follows the plot of Le Fanu’s novella with Carmilla first killing Laura, and then seducing 
another girl named Emma, who she encounters after a mysterious carriage breakdown.  
37
 Zimmerman’s argument can equally be applied to Gothic representations of the lesbian vampire and the 
figures relationship to first wave feminism. 
38
 The sexualised lesbian vampire does still occasionally emerge in post-1970s texts, as in The Hunger (Tony 
Scott, 1983), Razor Blade Smile (Jake West, 1998), Eternal (Wilhelm Liebenberg and Federico Sanchez, 2004), 
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Instead, coinciding with the popularity of postfeminist discourse in the early 1990s, the figure 
morphed into a mortal predator in the form of the sexually ambiguous neo-noir fatale figure.  
Mortal Lesbian Vampires in Neo-Noir 
Like the sexploitation vampire, the 1990s lesbian/bisexual fatale is generally highly 
erogenous, feeding into popular cultural representations that enact the vision of the lesbian as 
the ultimate erotic fantasy “invested with sexualised glamour” (Tasker and Negra 21). Texts 
such as Basic Instinct, Night Rhythms, Showgirls, and Wild Things showcase these types of 
characters that Williams describes as “neo-porno” (“Erotic Thriller” 97–103). As Stables 
(178–9) contends, by constructing and constraining the femme fatale within a set of codes 
imported from pornography the figure is reduced to an objectified carnal body. This in turn 
neutralises and undercuts the potency of the threat to patriarchy that she symbolises.
39
 
Further, I argue that by situating the lesbian as an erotic spectacle her otherwise intimidating 
and mysterious sexuality is exposed (or demystified) and made accessible in conventional 
heterosexual male terms. As such, these representations of lesbianism fit within dominant 
postfeminist discourse that, according to Projansky, celebrates sexuality for the pleasure it 
provides to men (“Watching Rape” 80). This point is highlighted by the fact that in Chloé, 
Catherine is a gynaecologist, a profession that is part of the traditionally male dominated 
medical fraternity and one that is concerned with exposing and demystifying female sexuality 
in a very literal sense. As a successful career woman in this field of expertise, Catherine also 
has a specialist interest in laying bare the mysteries of feminine sexuality. The menace that 
the figure symbolises is further defused by coding the deadly woman as bisexual rather than 
exclusively lesbian. In representing the character this way the possibility of heterosexual 
desire is retained, again alleviating patriarchal anxieties that sexual attraction between women 
presents.  
In regard to Mulholland Drive, Naremore contends that the physical interactions between 
Camilla/Rita and Diane/Betty are very much the staple of “soft-core erotic movies designed 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
and Phil Claydon’s 2009 comedy horror Lesbian Vampire Killers. Although as Jessica Hughes asserts, there is 
also a shift in postmodern female vampire representations away from the exotic, towards the sympathetic. Citing 
Abel Ferrara’s The Addiction (1995), Claire Denis’ Trouble Every Day (2001), and Tomas Alfredson’s Let the 
Right One In (2008), Hughes suggests that these vampires are no longer the irresistible seducer but rather pitiful, 
isolated, and melancholic creatures that represent social concerns such as illness, addiction, and social alienation 
(82–5).  
39
 In addition to defusing her power, Farrimond (141–2) argues that by framing the femme fatale as sexually 
ambiguous the scope of her potential victim pool is broadened to incorporate everyone, highlighting her 
pathological nature. 
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for men” (308). The use of diffused, soft-focus lighting, rich colour saturation, and a slow, 
rhythmic sound score in Diane’s fantasy when she imagines that Camilla is lying naked on 
the couch in her grimy, oppressive apartment (See figure 8), supports Naremore’s argument 
(although, as discussed earlier, Lynch also uses these conventions to elicit a sense of the 
uncanny, as well as to denote between dream and reality). In this scene Camilla’s sultry 
murmuring that Diane “drives her wild” also replicate the dialogue of erotica. In addition, 
shots are angled to place emphasis on Camilla’s (evidently surgically enhanced) breasts, 
drawing the viewer’s eye towards them and Diane’s caress of them. This is evident in both 
the apartment scene and in the “dream” section where Betty invites Camilla into her bed. 
However, while the love scenes are stylised in a way that invokes soft-core pornography, 
sexual titillation does not drive the narrative like it does in 1990s noir’s such as Basic 
Instinct, which hinges on a continual inundation of lurid, sexually infused dialogue and 
images designed explicitly for heterosexual male viewing pleasure. 
 
Figure 8: The physical interactions between Camilla (Laura Elena Harring) and Diane (Naomi Watts) are shot in 
a way that invokes soft-core pornography (Mulholland Drive, Lynch, 2001). 
In Chloé there is also a shift away from the overt eroticisation of the fatale figure that 
characterises 1980s–1990s neo-noir. Despite the fact that a number of sex scenes between 
Chloé and other central characters are featured, the camera does not linger unnecessarily on 
the fatale’s body (in fact, for the most part it is her face that takes up the frame). Instead, 
rather than relying solely on objectification to undermining the potency of the deadly lesbian, 
a different mode of representation predominates in Chloé and Mulholland Drive that 
reinforces traditional gender dynamics in an alternative way. 
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Obsession, Denial, and the Abject Lesbian 
Although Diane is not a femme fatale both she and Chloé are constructed in a similar manner 
that positions lesbian desire as pathological. In both Mulholland Drive and Chloé the lesbian 
is situated as a rejected “other” in a relationship where they are in love with a woman who 
does not reciprocate their feelings, instead discarding them in favour of a male sexual partner. 
For gender theorist Heather Love (123) this mode of representing the lesbian situates her as 
an abject and unwanted creature, linking in to an underlying socio-cultural discourse that, 
according to Love, continues to locate homosexuality as a tragic state of being, positioning 
lesbians as modernity’s “others” despite profound social shifts towards the acceptance of 
same-sex relationships over the last thirty years (Love 123–9). Although this argument fails 
to consider alternative representations, such as those found in some romantic comedies or 
films of different cultural origin, as mentioned in Chapter Two, it is nonetheless 
demonstrative of the kind of postfeminist discourse that prevails in popular Western culture. 
In the “reality” part of Mulholland Drive Diane is framed as a sickly, bitter creature who is 
unwanted by Camilla and spurned by the privileged Hollywood clique that she desires to be 
part of. However, Diane is not only marginalised and pitiful, like the femme fatale she is in 
love with, she is also deadly; her rage and humiliation erupt in a way that is destructive, self-
imploding, and irrational. While Chloé contrasts with Diane in that she is physically beautiful 
and sexually desirable, underneath this façade she is just as pitiful, desperate, and abject as 
Diane. Like the maniacal Alex in Fatal Attraction she is the unwanted “fling” who refuses to 
be ignored and is punished because of it. Both Mulholland Drive and Chloé articulate a 
discourse that positions the lesbian as imbalanced and anti-social, and queer desire as 
dangerous. Chloé further enforces heteronormativity through the reunion of the heterosexual 
couple at the end of the film, although, as is explored in the next section of this chapter, it is 
Catherine who is the true threat to traditional gender order.  
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Figure 9: The abject Diane (Naomi Watts) is a far cry from her fantasy version of herself as wholesome Betty 
(Mulholland Drive, Lynch, 2001). 
 
Mirrors, Mothers, and Insecurities 
According to Holmlund another formulaic representation that emerges in relation to lesbian 
desire is the trope of the lesbian as “mothers (of each other)” (“Cruisin’”36–7). This motif 
exists in conjunction with the representation of lesbians as mirrors to each other.
40
 
Mulholland Drive and Persona are well known for their use of mirroring and reversal, linking 
these scenes with embrace, physical coupling and the idea of merging or doubling. As 
Andrews (36) contends, this is played out in both films through a shot of the female 
characters looking into a mirror, drawing attention to their physical similarity. In Mulholland 
Drive this takes place in the dream section where Betty transforms Rita’s appearance with the 
use of a blonde wig.  
                                                          
40
 As explored in Chapter One, the mirror is also a motif that is commonly used in film noir to signify the 
duplicitous nature of the femme fatale, as well as being representative of narcissism (Zimmerman 23-4).  
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However, mirror images can reflect not only likeness but its inversion. Holmlund draws on 
the example of Basic Instinct and the relationship between femme fatale Catherine Trammell 
and the older female character Hazel Dobkins (Dorothy Malone). Here, as Holmlund 
(“Cruisin’” 37) argues, Hazel is portrayed as an aging mirror and possible stand in mother-
lover for Catherine, who is in turn a mirror-daughter-lover for Hazel. These same mirror/ 
mother dynamics emerge in Chloé. Aesthetically mirror shots are used extensively 
throughout the film, positioning the two women in contrast to each other, highlighting their 
similarities (such as their femininity) and differences, of which their age is most significant 
(both Catherine and David being literally old enough to be Chloé’s parents). These mirror 
motifs establish Catherine as Chloé’s aging-mirror/mother-lover, and alternately Chloé as 
Catherine’s youth-mirror/daughter-lover. This is particularly significant given that very early 
on in the narrative the film determines that Catherine has considerable insecurities about her 
age; an anxiety that forms the basis of her paranoia that her husband is having an affair with 
one of his young female students. This is compounded by the fact that her friend Frank (R. H. 
Thomson) also has a girlfriend half his age.  
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Figure 10: Mirror motifs are often linked to lesbian desire. In Mulholland Drive (Lynch, 2001) they are used to 
denote sameness. In Chloé (Egoyan, 2009) Catherine stares at a reflection of herself and her youth-mirror/ 
daughter-lover.  
 
As discussed in Chapters One and Two, mainstream popular culture is acutely age conscious. 
Here youth is celebrated and age pathologised — the older woman is venerated only as long 
as she can maintain a young appearance and attitude (Whelehan “Aging” 78–9). On screen, 
this theme is particularly conspicuous in chick flick narratives, which tend to be precise about 
the age of their protagonists and the anxieties that arise from getting older, particularly in 
relation to heterosexual marriage and family (Tasker and Negra 11). Bridget Jones’s Diary is 
again a prime example, as are more recent films such as Bridesmaids. As with 
heteronormativity these themes are tied into the re-establishment of traditional gender 
dynamics, as well as capitalist interests of consumerism in relation to the expensive beauty 
products and procedures (such as Botox injections) required for the maintenance of a 
youthful appearance.  
In Chloé it is ironically Catherine’s fears about aging and the self-doubt this generates, that 
pave the way for her own infidelity with a considerably younger woman. As such, while it is 
Chloé who is the one that is rejected and destroyed, it is actually Catherine who functions as 
the real menace to heterosexual coupledom, given that she both actively represents and 
undermines its traditional structure. Though Chloé is clearly besotted with Catherine from 
their first encounter, it is Catherine who voyeuristically watches Chloé from the elevated 
position of her office window. She procures (and keeps on obtaining) Chloé’s services, 
vicariously hanging on every word of Chloé’s detailed stories about her erotic liaisons with 
David. Importantly it is also Catherine who initiates their sexual encounter. Moreover, 
Chloé’s stories enable Catherine, albeit masochistically, to fantasise about being young and 
desirable in the eyes of her husband, whom she is convinced no longer finds her desirable. 
Despite this Catherine escapes punishment for her transgressions, with David forgiving her 
behaviour. In this regard she is positioned similarly to male characters in pre-millennial 
thrillers such as Fatal Attraction and Body of Evidence, where the husband is forgiven for his 
errant ways and the family unit is restored. According to Leonard, themes such as this evoke 
“retrograde assumptions about female dependency” while “granting a pass to the man for his 
poor behaviour” (Leonard 119). As such they enforce dominant postfeminism’s project to 
undermine the gains of feminism as it is understood by theorists such as McRobbie (24). 
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However, by situating Catherine as the unfaithful partner rather than David this rhetoric is 
challenged, suggesting a possible recent shift in the way anxieties about feminism are 
expressed. Despite her unfaithfulness (which threatens both heterosexuality and the nuclear 
family), Catherine is initially motivated by a desire to protect her marriage. In the final 
conflict that ends with Chloé’s death Catherine is trying to protect her son. As such she 
retains her core values that are anchored in her role as a wife and mother (her emotional 
conflict over the affair and the decision to end it also enforce this). Because of this, the 
sexually liberated, professionally successful Catherine is allowed to enjoy the gains of 
feminism and take them for granted. Alternatively, it is Chloé, who is single, childless, and 
shows no regard for the institution of marriage nor sanctity of family (invading both), who 
literally “takes the fall” for the evils of feminism; the film displacing blame and projecting 
anxieties about feminism and femininity onto the younger lesbian fatale. This way of framing 
the spider woman and the working woman is in keeping with classic noir. Here, as long as 
women’s core values remain anchored in traditionalism, particularly in regard to romantic 
coupling, they are not framed as problematic.   
Tensions, Contradictions, and Nostalgia in Derailed 
As with Chloé, themes centring on the potential breakdown of the traditional heterosexual 
nuclear family as a result of a romantic interlude with a femme fatale are also central to the 
narrative structure of Derailed although, more predictably, it is the husband who has a mid-
life-crisis fling in this film. Like Mulholland Drive, Derailed is a postmodern blend of old 
and new. Evoking a mood of nostalgia for classic film noir, the movie is a modern retelling of 
Scarlet Street (something I will expand on later in this section), but it also draws on 
postfeminist tensions articulated in Fatal Attraction where the husband’s infidelity endangers 
the traditional family and women’s choices surrounding career, marriage, and motherhood 
are scrutinised. Chapter Two discussed how the emergence of postfeminism bought with it a 
popular cultural preoccupation with women’s ability to have-it-all, and the dilemmas of 
balancing work, family, and female identity (Faludi 2–9). One way these themes are 
articulated in film is by offering pleasure and comfort in the reclamation of a sense-of-self 
uncomplicated by gender politics, postmodernisation, or institutional critique (Negra 2). Kate 
& Leopold provides an ideal example of the way this is played out in chick flick narratives: 
the film’s protagonist finding marital bliss two hundred years in the past. In postmillennial 
noir nostalgia is articulated through a variety of narrative and stylistic features. For example, 
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The Black Dahlia is set in 1947 with female characters that are reminiscent of that era, and in 
Brick (which I will be discussing at length in Chapter Four), the femme fatale is inspired by 
the classic construct of the figure, but the setting is a contemporary Californian high school. 
An alternative way anxieties over career/family balance are articulated is to situate the career 
woman as deadly or deranged. As explored in Chapter Two, this emerged as a particularly 
popular trope in the 1980s–1990s. As Tasker (“Working Girls” 134) contends, during this 
period it became increasingly common to find the dark lady in a business suit. Fatal 
Attraction is notoriously hailed as sparking this trend, followed by films such as The Last 
Seduction, and Disclosure. In these texts the antagonists may be powerful, independent, and 
successful, but their selfishness and psychopathy makes them exemplars of what not to aspire 
to as a woman (McRobbie 53–6). Tensions surrounding the place of women in the public 
sphere are central to Derailed but they are articulated somewhat differently than in 
premillennial noirs. As explored later in this chapter, rather than being a successful career 
woman, the femme fatale is a con-artist who pretends to be a corporate executive, and the 
wife/mother who balances home life with career is problematised.  
Derailed centres on advertising executive Charles Schine (Clive Owen), who is married, with 
a daughter and a reputable career. But his relationship with his wife is tense, his child is 
chronically ill, and his work environment is strained. Charles becomes infatuated with an 
alluring woman called Lucinda Harris (Jennifer Aniston), whom he meets by chance on his 
morning commute to work. Lucinda presents herself as a successful financial advisor who, 
just like Charles, is in an unhappy marriage with a daughter. However, she is actually a honey 
trap, operating as part of a criminal gang with her lover Phillip La Roche (Vincent Cassel) 
and a third man Dexter (played by rap artist Xibit). In a complicated plot, Charles takes 
Lucinda to a seemingly random hotel for sex, but they are interrupted by La Roche who 
violently assaults Charles, “rapes” Lucinda, and robs them both. La Roche later contacts 
Charles and demands twenty thousand dollars. Fearing that his wife will discover his 
infidelity Charles hands over the money, except that La Roche then asks for one hundred 
thousand dollars (money for Charles’s daughter’s kidney transplant operation). Desperate, 
Charles steals ten thousand dollars from his employer to pay an ex-convict Winston (played 
by rap artist RZA) to scare La Roche away. This plan goes horribly wrong when La Roche 
murders Winston instead. La Roche then tells Charles that he has Lucinda hostage and will 
kill her unless Charles hands over the money. Not realising that she is in on the scam, Charles 
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relents. It is only later that Charles discovers the truth about Lucinda and sets out on a 
mission to retrieve his cash.   
Narratively, the plot structure of Derailed is very similar to Scarlet Street where, as described 
in Chapter One, innocuous cashier Christopher Cross is thrown into a world of deception, 
humiliation, murder, and ruin, after a chance encounter with femme fatale prostitute Kitty 
March. Trapped in a mundane job and a loveless marriage Christopher becomes infatuated 
with Kitty who presents herself as a promising actress. Believing Christopher is a wealthy 
artist and encouraged Johnny, Kitty shamelessly cons thousands of dollars out of him; money 
he gets by stealing from his wife and employer. When her deceit is finally exposed 
Christopher flies into a rage and murders Kitty. Although Johnny is executed for the crime, 
Christopher loses everything and becomes a tormented social outcast. Stylistically, Derailed 
evokes the feel of noir through the use of frequent night time settings, dark streets glistening 
with rain, grey Chicago skies, and a muted colour palette. Lucinda is also presented in a way 
that evokes classic noir. Drawing on framing techniques reminiscent of films such as The 
Postman Always Rings Twice, when Lucinda is first introduced to the film, the camera adopts 
the point-of-view of Charles as he visually digests Lucinda, beginning with her stiletto clad 
feet and shapely legs, before slowly tilting up to reveal her in her entirety.
41
  Derailed also 
evokes a sense of nostalgia thematically.  
 
Figure 11: Derailed (Håfström, 2005) evokes reminiscence for classic noir by visually scrutinising the femme 
fatale (played by Jennifer Aniston) from the protagonists perspective beginning with her stiletto clad feet and 
working upwards. 
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 Cora Smith is famously introduced this way in The Postman Always Rings Twice. The camera takes the 
perspective of Frank Chambers (John Garfield) while he visually interrogates her as she stands in front of him.  
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Nostalgia and a Return of the “Slacker” 
As Chapter One explored in detail, the femme fatale is commonly conceived as a 
manifestation of male fears about feminism and the perceived threat of the independent, 
transgressive woman. In classic noir she is generally considered to represent working women 
of the wartime economy who are reluctant to return to more traditional roles after the end of 
conflict (see Copjec xii, Doane “Femmes Fatales” 3; Cook 68). However, despite the 
dominant perception that the dark lady is symbolic of the waged woman, rarely does the 
character actually fit this framework prior to the 1980s and 1990s. As established in Chapter 
One, the working woman in classic film noir is overwhelmingly an honest, wholesome figure. 
She is either a redeemer (Betty Shafer in Sunset Boulevard), a faux fatale (Laura in Laura), 
or, as explored in detail in Chapter Five, the savvy heroine of what I term the “female 
investigator noir” (Sandra Carpenter in Lured). The femme fatale on the other hand, is 
invariably a parasitic slacker — the mistress of a criminal or wife of a wealthy man who 
rather than acting independently, gets others to do her dirty work for her (Jancovich 
“Phantom Ladies” 171). Instead of fuelling male paranoia through her desire for economic 
independence by means of a career, it is the deadly woman’s perpetual transgression of 
social, gender based ideals and conventions that render her problematic.   
As with classic noirs like Laura, where the heroine is a successful advertising executive, 
Derailed does not ultimately vilify the successful female corporate executive per se. 
Although Lucinda is presented as a career woman, further investigation by Charles reveals 
that the person he thinks is Lucinda Harris is not actually her at all. Instead she is a “temp” — 
a woman called Jane “something” who rarely bothered to show up for work, took extended 
lunch breaks, and has since quit. Her brief employment at the company was merely a way of 
establishing a credible alias. Far from being an independent working woman, she is, like 
Kitty, a lazy slacker and the mistress of a criminal who prefers to con people out of their 
money rather than actually work for it (something she ultimately pays for with her life when 
she is accidently shot in the chest). Instead of problematising the role of women in the public 
sphere by framing the corporate professional as a femme fatale, like many premillennial neo-
noirs do, Derailed vilifies the woman who rejects this life model. But at the same time, the 
film calls into question women’s ability to have-it-all (both career and family) through the 
way it frames Charles’ wife Deanna (Melissa George).  
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Work vs. Family Dilemmas and the Retreatist Scenario 
Very early on, the film establishes that Deanna is struggling to balance her job as a school 
teacher with her role as a wife and mother. Her constantly busy state is also shown to be 
placing a strain on her marriage. In one scene, after she rushes off to work following a tense 
exchange of words with Charles, the couple’s daughter Amy (Addison Timlin) wryly 
comments to her father that he and Deanna used to “kiss each other goodbye.” That same 
morning an irritated Charles is left to help Amy with her homework (something he also does 
that evening because Deanna is holding parent/teacher interviews) causing him to run late 
and miss his usual train. He is then unable to purchase a ticket because Deanna has “cleaned 
out his wallet,” a statement that incites the sarcastic retort: “So it’s your wife’s fault” from 
the conductor. These words are particularly poignant given that it is Lucinda who steps in and 
pays for his ticket for him. They also take on a particular significance in the context of the 
overarching narrative; the implication being that he would not have pursued Lucinda, nor 
been susceptible to her charm, had Deanna been a more attentive wife and mother. 
Rather than playing out themes of retreatism by celebrating stay-at-home-mothering, as is 
commonly the case in postfeminist discourse (Negra 24), Derailed emphasises these ideals  
by problematising Deanna’s decision not to leave the workforce and be a stay-at-home mum, 
essentially placing her in a position of shared responsibility for the disasters that unfold with 
her husband, alongside the femme fatale. In this way the film also absolves Charles of 
responsibility for his behaviour. This is compounded by the fact that Deanna evidently 
forgives him for his transgressions, the closing shots showing their family unit intact and 
healthy — an ending that sits in contrast to Scarlet Street and the fatalism that dominates 
classic noir. Despite Deanna being financially liberated, the film re-enacts themes found in 
Fatal Attraction that, as Leonard convincingly argues, induce regressive ideologies about the 
place of women in society and acceptable male behaviour (119). Not only do representations 
such as this place a premium on the preservation of the conventional nuclear family at any 
cost, the double binary of dependence in spite of independence again highlights the many 
conflicts and tensions central to postfeminist discourse.  
Retreatist themes also emerge in Derailed through a positioning of the urban environment as 
a source of danger and anxiety; as a place where criminals circulate and bad things happen. 
This is reinforced by Deanna’s frustrated comment: “God damn city, I hate it,” in reaction to 
Charles being assaulted, and her suggestion that he give up his high powered city based job 
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and return to teaching (which presumably does not involve a daily journey into the 
metropolis). Film noir is intrinsically linked to spatial anxiety and the location of the city as a 
menacing environment. According to Dimendberg, noir renders the urban environment as a 
“cold hearted and treacherous mechanism” that signifies “the potential loss of individual 
identity” (14). These themes also emerge in postfeminist discourse. As Negra (23) contends, 
chick flicks often articulate urban anxiety by having the professional, city based woman 
return to a rural “hometown” setting where she finds self-fulfilment, happiness, and 
(invariably) love (as in Andy Tennant’s 2002 chick flick Sweet Home Alabama, for example). 
Hence, the small towns and suburbs are equated with stability and family. In contrast the city 
is linked to both social and psychological instability. As a figure that is fragmented, elusive, 
and dangerous, the femme fatale functions as a catalyst for this sense of urban unease and 
volatility. Lucinda’s ability to shape-shift between a series false façades (Jane, Lucinda, and 
whoever else she chooses to be), coupled with her cold-hearted willingness to be party to the 
extortion of money reserved for a child’s lifesaving operation renders her the epitome of felt 
fears of alienation and treachery associated with the city (as well as making her the antithesis 
of the nurturing mother idealised by postfeminist discourse). 
 
 
Figure 17: The grey urban environment emerges as a source of anxiety for both film noir and postfeminist 
discourse (Derailed, Håfström, 2005). 
 
However, it is worth noting that the femme fatale is by no means constrained to the urban 
setting. Noirs such as Detour, The Postman Always Rings Twice, Touch of Evil, Freeway, U 
Turn, and David Lynch’s Lost Highway (1997) all affiliate the deadly woman with roads or 
the isolated towns that lie alongside them. While freeways can represent freedom and 
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possibility, like the urban spaces of noir they can also function as highly rationalised and 
alienating systems permitting few possibilities of escape (Dimendberg 13–14). As 
philosopher Jean Baudrillard argues, the American freeway is a milieu in its own right, 
functioning as a system of collective integration, funnelling in and propelling individuals 
along like “a compulsion of lemmings plunging suicidally together” (53). With its system of 
signs dictating when one must merge and exit, and which lane one must be in to do so, the 
possibility of individual trajectory is denied. Indeed, in noirs where roads feature prominently 
they are aligned with inescapable, nightmarish journeys down paths of irreversible 
destruction. For example, in Detour, it is when Al begins his hitch hiking road-trip across 
America that events begin to go disastrously wrong. In Lost Highway images of a seemingly 
endless freeway emerge in conjunction with Fred’s increasingly deranged state as the fantasy 
world he has created, in order to escape the horrific truth that he is about to be executed for 
butchering his wife, begins to crumble around him. But whereas the freeway can be symbolic 
of anxiety in its own right, it is the cities that it passes through and conjoins that remain the 
primary site of noir paranoia as is exaggeratedly played out in Sin City.  
Sin City and the New Kind of Tart  
Sin City is closely based on a combination of four graphic novels written and illustrated by 
Miller: The Customer is Always Right (1992), The Hard Goodbye (1991), The Big Fat Kill 
(1996), and That Yellow Bastard (1997). Visually the film retains the comic book’s stark, 
deeply shadowed black-and white style, while enhancing the noir aesthetic with splashes of 
strong colour such as reds and yellows, the use of voice-over narration, and a menacing, high-
tension non-diegetic sound score. Sin City is a place where most of the authority figures are 
corrupt, turning a blind eye to vile serial killers with a penchant for human flesh or torturing 
children, allowing them to run rampant because of their connections to the “right” people. 
The femmes fatales in the movie are gun-toting action heroine style prostitutes (Bould 113). 
They have a fragile truce with the police who allow them to control a section of the city 
called “Old Town” in return for a share of the profits and free entertainment at parties. 
A key feature of the femme fatale is her deceptiveness, creating a dichotomy between her 
external image and the true nature of her character. As film theorist Jane Mills contends: 
“Outside is charm, glamor, beauty. But this exteriority is mere artifice — manufactured […]. 
It conceals the interior, the dark hidden recesses of female sexuality” (165–6). However, 
although they are potentially lethal, the women who inhabit Sin City stand out in that they 
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lack the essential trait of dishonesty that has traditionally formed the basic construct of the 
deadly woman. Uncharacteristically, they are not intent on underhandedly stripping men of 
their wealth and dignity (as the femme fatale and the vamp before her typically are), rather, 
they are more closely aligned to sex worker Bree Daniels (Jane Fonda) in Klute, who has a 
very business-like attitude towards the men she has relations with. As Dwight (Clive Owen), 
an on-and-off lover of one of the prostitutes in Sin City explains: “If you’ve got the cash and 
play by the rules they’ll make all your dreams come true.” It is only if you cross them that 
“you’re a corpse.” Not only are they straight forward in their dealings with men, for some, 
the women are true heroines. In Marv’s (Mickey Rourke) opinion, Goldie (Jamie King) is an 
“angel of mercy” and a friend and more when he needed one, showing him kindness that he 
had never experienced before. For Dwight, Gail (Rosario Dawson) is his warrior woman and 
his Valkyrie. And although Miho (Devon Aoki) is a lethal ninja she has a compassionate side, 
rescuing Dwight from certain death as he drowns in a tar pit. As he thankfully gushes: “Miho, 
you’re an angel, a saint, you’re Mother Teresa, you’re Elvis, you’re God.” 
Much of the frankness surrounding the women in Sin City relates to the way the 
commodification of sex is presented. In early vamp movies and classic film noir the fatal 
woman’s occupation in seedy industries such as sex work serves to further cement the 
character as a wicked, untrustworthy temptress; Lola-Lola in Blue Angel and Kitty in Scarlet 
Street being two infamous examples. However, this image of the prostitute is often at odds 
with other sex worker representations in a broader range of cinematic styles and genres. As 
Tasker (“Working Girls” 93) argues, while the femme fatale and prostitute are both 
stereotypes that articulate gender identities in relation to constructions of independence, self-
reliance, and sexuality, the prostitute is often depicted as selling her sexuality in a 
straightforward “down-to-earth” manner and is repeatedly invoked to signify a position of 
relative “honesty,” as a “tart with a heart” (Tasker “Working Girls” 93). Dallas (Claire 
Trevor) in John Ford’s 1939 Western Stagecoach is a noteworthy example from the classic 
era of cinema. 
In Klute, Bree is presented as an independent, sexually autonomous, liberated woman. As 
such the film articulates themes central to second wave feminism at the time, this is 
reinforced by the fact that Jane Fonda is closely associated with feminist activism in the 
1970s (Gledhill 103). Though Bree is not a dark lady per se, media and cultural theorist 
Christine Gledhill argues that in the film the myth of the woman as a sexual instigator and 
predator is undermined. Whereas the fatale figure is a stereotype designating the mysterious 
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and unknowable power of women, the prostitute in Klute represents a more defined sexual 
role, “shorn of the fatale stereotype’s fatality” (Gledhill 103). The men who solicit Bree’s 
services know what they are getting, negating any sense of duplicity. Similarly Bree is shown 
negotiating terms and prices with her clients in a straightforward, candid manner. Her only 
interest is to provide them with what they have paid for. While the 1990s saw a reversion 
back to 1940s US representations of the duplicitous fatale prostitute, Bound being a notable 
example, the dynamics presented in Klute are replicated in Sin City. Although they make a 
living from sex the deadly women are not predatory instigators, and crucially, they are 
straightforward and honest about what they do.  
 
Despite the fact that the women of “Old Town” lack the inherent deceptiveness often linked 
to classical Hollywood fatale incarnations, Sin City is also a place where almost all the 
women are whores (Bould, 110), as well as being literally reduced to pieces of meat by 
cannibal Kevin (Elijah Wood). The former feature is reflective of a broader shift across a 
wide range of film genres. According to Negra (86–7), contemporary postfeminist discourse 
is marked by a new respectability (and even at times idealisation) of women who are 
employed in the sex industry: “What is certainly clear is that the female sex worker is 
becoming one of popular culture’s most regular archetypes of paid labour” (Negra 100). 
Negra draws on the example of the “teen romance” The Girl Next Door (Luke Greenfield, 
2004) where an honours student falls in love with his glamorous porn-star neighbour. A more 
recent example is the comedy We’re the Millers (Rawson Marshall Thurber, 2013). Here one 
of the central female characters is a stripper by profession (and the other is a petty thief).
42
 
This shift in occupational depictions is exacerbated by what Negra identifies as a general 
increase of female protagonists employed in more menial jobs such as waitresses, dog 
walkers, sales clerks, and temps. By depicting the heroine in roles such as this, the threat of 
the urban career woman is defused. Therefore, these modes of representation undercut and 
repudiate feminism, reinstating the patriarchal gender order (Negra 86–7; McRobbie 18). As 
Coulthard argues in her paper on feminism and violence in Kill Bill Vol. I and II, by situating 
women in Sin City as prostitutes, gender clarity is restored (169). In this context, although the 
deadly female characters in Sin City are fiercely independent and powerful, it would be a 
                                                          
42 In contrast, sex workers also emerge in a number of hard-hitting, gritty drama films. Here prostitution is 
presented in a stark and sometimes brutal manner. Examples where this is the case include Lilya 4-Ever (Lukas 
Moodysson, 2002), London to Brighton (Paul Andrews, 2006), and Candy (Neil Armfield, 2006).  
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mistake to see them simply as symbolic of the gains of feminist activism. Rather they are 
indicative of dominant postfeminist discourse that, as McRobbie (11–12) maintains, 
embraces aspects of feminism in order to suggest that equality has been achieved, while 
simultaneously working against feminist ideals with a view to undermining them. 
 
Masochism and the Rape-Revenge Narrative  
 
The contradictions and tensions that are constitutive of dominant postfeminism also emerge 
in relation to themes of vengeance in Sin City. As has been established, classic rape-revenge 
narratives of the 1960s–1970s function as both a feminist response to rape, as well as a 
reaction to the gathering women’s movement and the shifting position of woman in society 
(Read 39). Here women are shown to enact brutal and decidedly gory retribution for crimes 
committed against either themselves or others of their sex. In 1980s–1990s noir, revenge is 
re-fashioned in a way that undermines feminist responses to rape and violence. In films of 
this cycle femmes fatales use victim discourses as a weapon against men. However, in 
postmillennial noir there has been a noticeable rebirth in the popularity of rape-revenge as it 
is presented in its original form. The women of Sin City unleash vengeance with ferocious 
violence when their autonomy is challenged. Their truce with the police leaves them free to 
keep the pimps and the mob out (and avoid the beatings, drugs, and rapes that accompany 
these men). But when the mob discover that the women have inadvertently killed a trouble 
making undercover police officer who was harassing them, they quickly move in and attempt 
to reclaim control over their territory. Desperate to avoid returning to the old days of violent 
male domination, the women declare war on the gangsters, slaughtering every one of them 
and regaining power in the process. 
 
On the one hand, the underlying principles of feminist activism are endorsed in Sin City by 
showing the women coming together as a collective whole in order to act against patriarchal 
oppression. But the power of these representations and the underlying male anxieties attached 
to them are simultaneously undermined via the way the deadly women are presented. The 
film speaks back to psychoanalytic theory through themes associated with BDSM fantasy 
role play and the excessive fetishisation of its female characters who are costumed in a 
plethora of black leather, latex, fishnet stockings, G-strings, and spiked heels. They are also 
generally filmed in long and medium-long shot, placing the spectator in a voyeuristic position 
— at a controlling distance. According to Freudian theory, fetishisation is a way of resolving 
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tension created by repressed castration anxieties, functioning to displace the source of fear 
onto an alternative object: “The horror of castration has set up a memorial to itself in the 
creation of a substitute — a fetish object” (Freud “Fetishism” 147–8). The type of garments 
worn by the women in Sin City are common fetish items, as are objects such as guns and 
knives, which also form an embellished part of the fatale’s iconography in the film. Miho’s 
armoury consists of a range of razor sharp machetes, swords, and throwing knives. Other 
women prefer a varied assortment of large automatic machine guns. There are also much 
more direct references to castration with Miho severing the hand and head off Jackie Boy 
(Benicio del Toro), Shelly (Brittany Murphy) threatening to cut the “pecker” off one thug, 
and Hartigan (Bruce Willis) shooting the genitalia off child rapist Rourke Junior (Nick Stahl).  
 
 
Figure 13: Highly fetishized female representations in Sin City (Miller and Rodriguez, 2005). 
 
Sin City also speaks back to Freudian film theory through its visual style. Extending the 
theories of philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin, film theorist Angel Ndalianis argues that 
Rodriguez’s 2007 follow up film to Sin City — Planet Terror (along with Tarantino’s Death 
Proof, which was released in conjunction with Planet Terror as a “Grind House” double 
feature) enacts what Bakhtin describes as the carnivalesque spirit. Emerging as a parody of 
official medieval and feudal culture in sixteenth century French literature, Bakhtin contends 
that an essential element of the carnivalesque is to turn social hierarchy upside down through 
satirical parody. Here grotesque and inappropriate depictions, particularly relating to the 
body, are excessively exaggerated and caricatured in a ludic fashion that makes them 
humorous rather than horrifying (Ndalianis 92; Bakhtin 303–9). Sin City encapsulates the 
carnivalesque by displaying scenes of bodily dismemberment and torture in a deliberately 
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over-the-top, hyperbolic manner that directly replicates the comic book quality of Miller’s 
original novels. Expressing fears of castration in this confrontational way effectively upturns 
them, diffusing their intensity in the process.    
 
 
Figure 14: An image from Frank Miller’s original graphic novel The Hard Goodbye (1991), and the matching, 
carnivalesque cinematic adaptation of the scene from the novel. Marv: “Could’ve been a real mess around here 
if I didn’t have that tubing for tourniquets. Hhh, I gotta admit, there was a spurt or two, to get the scent in the 
air, to get that friend of yours to come running.” (Sin City, Miller and Rodriguez, 2005). 
 
The relaxation of censorship regulations over the decades since the abolishment of the 
Motion Picture Production Codes in the late 1960s is undoubtedly a factor in the increased 
graphic content of these films. This aside, an intensification of castration anxieties sits in 
opposition to popular postfeminist rhetoric, which promotes the ideology that the challenges, 
demands, and upheavals generated by earlier feminist activism are a thing of the past because 
equality has been achieved (McRobbie 12). However, while Sin City is demonstrative of the 
way postfeminist discourse works to defuse patriarchal anxiety by situating its castrating 
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warrior women as fetishised whores, Descent does not articulate dominant postfeminist 
discourse so straightforwardly. 
 
Race, Class, and Revenge in Descent 
Descent is primarily a rape-revenge movie, however the film differs from most vengeance 
narratives in that it centres on the subjective experiences of a woman who is marginalised 
(and indeed treated as less than human) because of her race and class. At the college Maya 
(Rosario Dawson) attends, she stands out as an anomaly in an almost exclusively white, 
middle-class environment. While she does have one close friend, other students are shown as 
treating her with a degree of disdain. Already recovering from a relationship breakup, she is 
somewhat cautious but flattered when the confident, pushy Jared (who is Anglo and evidently 
from a privileged background) makes advances towards her. Jared seems to be pre-occupied 
with Maya’s mixed-race ethnicity, although at first he is very complementary about her 
appearance. But, after seducing her with roses, expensive restaurants, and wine, Jared’s 
flattery rapidly descends to offensive levels when he brutally rapes Maya; an act that is 
accompanied by a tirade of verbal abuse that includes addressing Maya using racist, 
derogatory terms such as “baboon cunt,”  “nigger,” and “savage.” The violent experience 
further isolates Maya, who becomes deeply introverted and depressed, submerging herself in 
a surreal world of nightclubs, alcohol, and drugs. Here she meets Adrian (Marcus Patrick), 
who seems to enjoy dominating other men. Some months later she encounters Jared again 
and decides to act on his sleazy suggestion that they get together, using it as an opportunity to 
seek revenge.  
 
During the often explicit and brutal de-masculinisation process that is enacted in classic rape-
revenge narratives, the male offender comes to occupy the symbolic position of the woman. 
Descent portrays vengeance in an equally violent manner, however, rather than neutering 
Jared literally, he is forced to adopt a feminine position through a reverse-rape scenario. After 
enticing Jared to her home, Maya convinces him to participate in sexual role-play by 
allowing her to shackle him, splay limbed, to the bed. He is then gagged and sexually 
assaulted with a large phallic shaped object. Following this, in an extended scene that runs for 
well over a rather excruciating eight minutes in total, Adrian appears and proceeds to brutally 
rape Jared. During the act Jared is referred to as “she,” his anus is described as a “cunt,” and 
he is called “fairy cake,” — all adjectives designed to further de-masculinise him. However, 
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rather than being empowered by the pain inflicted on Jared, Maya is shown looking 
aggrieved and troubled by her actions, leading to the suggestion that revenge is not as 
fulfilling as it is imagined to be. In this context the film undermines feminist responses to 
rape. 
 
Although Descent interacts with dominant postfeminist discourse via its interpretation of the 
outcome of vengeance and inverts black/white, male/female power dynamics in a relatively 
superficial way, the film nonetheless actively rejects assimilationist modes of representation 
that are common in postfeminist popular culture. Instead Descent is more closely aligned to 
third wave feminism which, according to Sanders (1), prides itself on the rejection of 
essentialist discourse and the avoidance of universal claims about the experiences of women.  
While non-Anglo women are presented in a variety of different ways in mainstream 
Hollywood film, depending on the genre and period the production is set in, for the most part, 
challenges presented by racial difference tend to be glossed over.
43
 This is especially true of 
chick flick style narratives. Instead, as discussed in Chapter Two, postfeminism makes little 
distinction among various social and cultural positions or experiences of women, preferring 
instead to side-line (or even eliminate) any contrasts in favour of a shared universal similarity 
(Projansky “Watching Rape” 73). As a result, female figures in popular culture tend to fit 
with what Projansky describes as an “assimilationist mode of representation” (“Watching 
Rape” 74). Here women are presented through a white, middle-class, heterosexual lens, 
which is held up as normal, privileged, and as a marker for all women’s supposed success 
(Projansky “Watching Rape” 73; Taylor “Single Women” 20). According to McRobbie, 
female representations of this kind are motivated by “nostalgia for whiteness” (41), where 
anti-racism is undermined through increasingly Anglo-centred depictions and political 
critique is labelled out-dated: “dominant female-whiteness becomes an invisible means of 
rolling back on anti-racism” (McRobbie 41). 
 
Similarly, feminist theorist Kimberley Springer argues that postfeminism seeks to erase any 
progress towards racial inclusion made by feminist movements in the past. According to 
Springer postfeminism does this by making racial difference merely another commodity for 
consumption (for example, promoting year-round “bronzed” brown skin or the fetishisation 
of a “big black booty”). Quoting bell hooks, Springer contends that in this sense “ethnicity 
                                                          
43
 There are some rather glaring exceptions to this statement, Steve McQueen’s period drama 12 Years a Slave 
(2013) being one recent example.  
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becomes spice, seasoning that can liven up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture” 
(hooks in Springer 252). This “spicing-up” can often be seen in film through the tokenistic 
insertion of non-Anglo characters into the narrative. An example where this is played out in 
film noir can be found is in Steve Hill’s Obsessed (Steve Shill, 2009). Here, a formulaic Fatal 
Attraction type scenario, where a deranged office “temp” targets a successful, wealthy 
executive and his loved ones, is given a twist through the casting of the victimised family as 
African-American. More broadly, in the noir and action thriller genre it is not uncommon for 
the deadly woman to be of non-Anglo descent. Sin City presents mixed-race (Gail) and Asian 
(Miho) fatales as central characters (there are also other prostitutes of various ethnicities). In 
Kill Bill Vol. I and II deadly women include the African-American Vernita Green (Vivica A. 
Fox) and part Japanese/Chinese/American O-Ren Ishii (Lucy Liu). The films Colombiana 
(Oliver Megaton, 2011), and Death Proof also feature deadly female protagonists of mixed-
race heritage. However, in many instances these films neutralise the difference and 
distinctiveness of non-Anglo ethnicity by framing and stylising the characters in the same 
way as white women and aligning them with the generic threat of seductive femininity.  
 
Again, Descent refuses dominant modes of representation such as this. Rather than being 
presented as a glamorous, sexualised spectacle designed for the spectator’s voyeuristic gaze, 
as is the case in many cinematic texts (Sin City being a prime example as well as a film in 
which Gail Rosario also stars), Maya is costumed conservatively, usually in jeans and a 
jumper or shirt with a high neck line. Even when she does dress up her skirts tend to hover 
around knee length and the camera is rarely positioned far enough back to allow the audience 
to survey her entire body. Instead she tends to be filmed using medium shots that for the most 
part focus on her face and the upper half of her frame. Maya’s appearance takes on particular 
significance in the scenes showing her working in a clothing store. Here the nude, black, 
shop-dummies that surround her function as an abstract commentary on Myer’s own sense of 
nakedness and vulnerability following the rape, an attack that has left her feeling like nothing 
more than a mannequin herself. Moreover, instead of aligning Maya with the voyeuristic 
gaze, Jared is made the subject of visual interrogation during the revenge sequence. Here 
Maya slowly contemplates his naked body, first at a distance and then close up, circulating 
Jared and commenting on his form as if he were an inanimate object (something that makes 
Jared visibly uncomfortable). Adrian is also shot in a manner that invites an interrogatory 
look by focusing on and emphasising his extremely muscular, minimally clad body.    
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Figure 15: Maya (Rosario Dawson) is framed in a way that does not fit with dominant postfeminist 
representations of women (Descent, Lugacy, 2008). 
 
Conclusion 
Several key themes emerge from an analysis of the cinematic texts explored in this chapter. 
The first is that postfeminist discourse does not necessarily operate in the same way across all 
narrative styles and genres. In some instances themes dominant to postfeminism are 
expressed quite differently in noir. However, in saying this there is also a broad variation in 
the way that deadly women are framed, highlighting the contradictions and tensions that are 
central to postfeminism (Taylor  “Single Women” 13). The second is that there are a number 
of distinct shifts in the way the fatale figure is characterised in postmillennial film noir 
compared to Hollywood noir of the 1980s–1990s. Thirdly, these contemporary changes in the 
way deadly women are often presented suggest that not only is the femme fatale a figure that 
varies according to the time and climate of her creation, as Stables (165) argues, but that 
postfeminist discourse is also not static.   
Since the late eighteenth century male fears about feminist activism have been expressed via 
the figure of the female vampire. The lesbian predator representing paranoia that woman-
bonding and empowerment will lead to the exclusion of men and threaten patriarchal 
hegemony. This is apparent with the plethora of sexploitation horror films that emerged in 
conjunction with the second wave feminist movement of the 1960s–1970s. As a direct 
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incarnation of the vampire of horror, the deadly woman of noir also functions as a vessel for 
the articulation of male fears about feminism. It is this fundamental alignment of these two 
types of character: the vampire and the femme fatale that underlies the way postfeminism’s 
emphasis on and normalisation of heterosexual romance is played out in neo-noir. Rather 
than marginalising or excluding lesbian/bisexual relationships, as is commonly the case in 
most other genres, they are pathologised. Themes of mirroring and doubling predominate, 
implying that same-sex desire is narcissistic and lesbians like Diane and Chloé are framed as 
abject, destructive, and pathetic. The fickle bi-sexual women they fall in love with are equally 
problematic. Camilla is a female lothario who treats relationships as a game. Similarly, 
Catherine is disloyal to the sanctity of marriage, however her indiscretions are ultimately 
forgiven because she rejects and destroys the troublesome other woman. The predominant 
theme, in not only Mulholland Drive and Chloé, but also Derailed, is the vilification of the 
woman who does not endorse conventional relationship dynamics or fails to prioritise them. 
All the central women in these three films destabilise the traditional familial model in some 
way and to varying degrees. Importantly, all suffer for it in one form or another. As with 
classic film noir, it is not the career woman per se that is presented as problematic, rather it is 
the woman who deviates from or challenges patriarchal institutional order that is vilified. 
This sits in contrast to the popular 1980s and1990s model of the deadly corporate woman.  
However, in keeping with the contradictions and tensions of postfeminist discourse, the 
femmes fatales in Sin City are framed very differently. Here the women’s fierce independence 
is positively framed. They are active, powerful, and unlike more classically constructed 
fatales such as Lucinda, they have no interest in wealth. Furthermore, they are not dangerous 
to all men, only the ones who cross them. Instead the crux of their lethal behaviour resides 
with challenging the injustices suffered by them in relation to the exploitation of their gender 
and sexuality (although in saying this, they desire to be in charge of their own sexual 
exploitation and objectification in a way that literally feeds into postfeminist attitudes). This 
return to what is conceived as second wave feminist concerns forms part of a broader 
cinematic movement towards themes of rape-revenge a seen in Descent, Hard Candy, Death 
Proof, The Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, and remakes of The Last House on the Left and I 
Spit on Your Grave. Lying at the heart of the rape-revenge narrative is masochistic male 
terror of the castrating woman. In 1970s films this was often graphically expressed with the 
male perpetrators genitalia literally torn or cut off. In Sin City castration occurs in actuality, 
metaphorically, and verbally, though patriarchal fears are also ameliorated via the 
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fetishisation and hyper-sexualisation of the fatales, and by depicting their murderous actions 
in the context of hyperbolism and excess. In Descent the offender is emasculated via physical 
penetration from a hyper-masculinised beefcake, though the film’s protagonist is shown to 
look pained and somewhat unsatisfied by her revenge. Representations such as these suggest 
that despite dominant discourse that feminism is a spent force and that equality has been 
achieved (McRobbie 12) fears about feminism still predominate. The next chapter will 
expand on an analysis of dangerous female figures in neo-noir by examining how patriarchal 
anxieties manifest in relation to the increasingly popular deadly girl. 
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Chapter four: Deadly Young Things: The Fille Fatale in 
Postmillennial Noir 
Introduction 
The previous chapter explored the way dominant postfeminist discourse interacts with film 
noir conventions and shapes the way the postmillennial femme fatale s constructed. This 
chapter moves from an analysis of the femme fatale to her younger partner in crime the fille 
fatale. Chapter Two established that one of the many themes central to postfeminist discourse 
is a preoccupation with youth. As I have shown, sometimes this is articulated via a focus on 
fears about aging (as it is in Chloé). However, a considerably more common way of “girling” 
popular culture is through the escalating centrality of young women on screen. Action and 
fantasy genres in particular are increasingly punctuated by the presence of adolescent female 
protagonists. Some recent examples include Kick-Ass (Matthew Vaughn, 2010) and its sequel 
Kick-Ass 2 (Jeff Wadlow, 2013), Sucker Punch (Zack Snyder, 2011), Hanna (Joe Wright, 
2011) and The Hunger Games (Gary Ross, 2012). Contemporary noir is also marked by a 
rising popularity of teenaged girl antagonists (and anti-heroes) who are not yet femmes but 
are just as deadly as their adult counterparts.  
The aim of this chapter is to establish what constitutes the fille fatale; to examine how the 
figure is constructed in postmillennial noir; and to explore the way these representations fit 
with popular postfeminism. Focusing on the films Hard Candy, Stoker, and Brick, this 
chapter engages with the following questions: How is the contemporary fille fatale 
constructed in relation to earlier incarnations of the figure? How does she fit with dominant 
postfeminist discourse? And in what way are these representations significant to feminist film 
studies and socio-cultural studies? I argue that the deadly girls in each of these texts differ 
significantly from 1990s representations of the figure whose power is frequently undermined 
through hyper-sexualisation and objectification; as such these filles fatales do not fit neatly 
with the kind of postfeminist discourse that dominates in popular culture. This helps to 
further substantiate my argument that the fatale figure reinscribes, yet also challenges the 
dominant cultural logics of postfeminism.  
Just as it has been necessary to track the ancestry of the femme fatale (as Chapter One has 
done) in order to fully understand the figure in postmillennial noir, so too is it important to 
examine previous incarnations of the deadly girl in order to determine the formation of the 
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neo-noir fille fatale. Although early portrayals of the figure vary, at times only bearing a 
loose resemblance to the way she is constructed today, some central themes and motifs 
emerge that have a direct bearing on the contemporary fille fatale in a variety of ways. These 
include an emphasis on misplaced Oedipal attachments and the utilisation of childishness as 
masquerade. The chapter will begin by exploring the way these themes play out in texts of 
the 1940s through to the 1960s with a view to establishing how they inform later incarnations 
of the character. I will then examine the way the fille fatale is constructed in 1990s neo-noir, 
particularly in the context of postfeminist discourse, which, as was established in Chapter 
Two, became a cultural phenomenon around the same time (Genz 82). 
Following this, the chapter moves to an analysis of Hard Candy. As is argued in previous 
chapters, there is a shift in postmillennial noir towards rape-revenge as a primary motivating 
force for female violence against men. This theme is articulated in Hard Candy, situating the 
deadly girl as a combination of the rape avenger and the final girl of horror. Crucially, the 
film articulates the less predominant form of postfeminism described by Holmlund as “grrrl 
postfeminism” (“Postfeminism” 116), drawing attention to an alternative representation of 
girls compared to that which prevails in popular culture. But at the same time Hard Candy’s 
focus on individualistic retribution sits in opposition to principles of collectivist action 
against male violence generally assumed by feminist groups, highlighting the contradictions 
and tensions of contemporary discourses. The second text that will be analysed is Stoker, 
which also draws on themes of horror and specifically the vampire tradition. Here the fille 
fatale’s transition into adulthood coincides with her metamorphosis into a brutal killer who 
usurps male domination. As such the film articulates masochistic anxieties about the loss of 
patriarchal control and the breakdown of traditional familial power structures. Lastly the 
chapter explores Brick. In this film fears about the destabilisation of gender identity and the 
increased power of girls is expressed via nostalgia for a time less complicated by feminist 
political critique and the reassertion of hegemonic patriarchal control through what Connell 
(109) describes as “protest masculinity.”  
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Early Incarnations 
Girlhood as Masquerade 
While it is in the 1990s that the fille fatale becomes fully entrenched in popular culture, some 
precursors to the figure can be found in classic film noir. Martha in The Strange Love of 
Martha Ivers begins her killing career as a girl when she (albeit accidently) murders her aunt. 
Although her exact age is not specified, Carmen Sternwood in The Big Sleep is young, 
sexually promiscuous, and reckless, racking up gambling debts, hanging around with 
gangsters, and becoming the prime suspect in a murder. But it is Veda in Mildred Pierce that 
is the most developed forerunner of the era to the contemporary fille fatale. Although Mildred 
is the focus of the narrative, her shrewd, narcissistic, sixteen-year-old daughter Veda takes 
centre stage as a burgeoning femme fatale. Spoiled rotten by her mother from an early age, 
Veda has a vast appetite for wealth and the extravagant, consumer rich lifestyle that it can 
afford. In this sense, I argue that Mildred Pierce functions as a critique of post-war America’s 
“high mass-consumption” era, which saw the emergence of a burgeoning middle-class and 
the shift from an economic system based on security and need to one driven by abundance 
and desire (Whiteley 4–5). Veda finds the concept of love alien and unashamedly admits that 
she will do anything for money; a claim she actively reinforces by conning the wealthy 
family of a boy she seduces out of ten thousand dollars, pretending that she is pregnant and 
then sleeping with her mother’s philandering husband before murdering him when he refuses 
to divorce Mildred and marry her instead.
44
  
 
Although she is self-destructive and impulsive, Veda’s conniving ways make her wise 
beyond her years. Narratively and stylistically she is presented as a juvenile version of her big 
sister, the dark lady (the fille fatale in Brick is also framed this way as will be explored later 
in this chapter). This sits in stark opposition to other girl characters to emerge around this 
time who have also had a significant formative influence on the neo-noir fille fatale. The 
most notable are Baby Doll (played by Carroll Barker) in Elia Kazan’s 1956 film Baby Doll 
and Lolita (Sue Lyon) in Stanley Kubrick’s 1962 cinematic adaptation of Vladimir 
Nabokov’s 1955 novel Lolita. These two controversial films are significant because they 
explicitly construct childishness as the subject of erotic appeal. Despite the fact that at age 
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 A later film that follows in a very similar vein to Mildred Pierce is Edward Dmytryk’s Where Love Has Gone 
(1964). Based on the real life events surrounding the murder of actress Lana Turner’s lover Johnny Stompanato 
at the hands of her daughter Cheryl Crane, the narrative is centred on a fourteen-year-old girl who shares a lover 
with her mother but ends up killing him.  
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nineteen, Baby Doll is technically more adult than adolescent she is overtly infantilised 
throughout the film and this babyishness is attached to sexual desire. 
In her work examining the political and cultural implications of the regulation of imagery in 
relation to girls and their sexuality, film theorist Kirsten Hatch contends that: “Baby Doll 
shocked because the film invited its audience to share in the pleasure of looking at an 
infantilised girl” (169). This is probably most pronounced in the opening scene where “child 
bride” Baby Doll is shown lying curled up in the foetal position in an infant’s cot, sucking 
vigorously on her thumb. In the next room her considerably older husband Archie (Karl 
Malden) is crouched over a section of broken plaster in the wall enlarging a hole with a 
penknife so that he can spy on his wife and masturbate as she sleeps.
45
 For her part, although 
she is very flirtatious, Baby Doll’s sexual appeal is presented in a manner that suggests she is 
naïve to its true power. According to Hatch, it is this that makes it so dangerous. Hatch draws 
on an article published in the Los Angeles Times, recently after the release of the film, that 
describes Baby Doll as an entirely new kind of femme fatale who is the antithesis of earlier 
characters such as slinky vamps of the 1930s (as well as deadly women and girls of film noir 
such as Veda) because “the very quality that makes her sex so potent is that it seems so 
unconscious” (Hatch 170).  
Kubrick’s Lolita also attaches sexual desire and the pleasure of the gaze to childishness. In 
contrast to Nabokov’s narrative, which is told from the first-person perspective of a cunning 
and despicable paedophile who is forthright about his penchant for “nymphets” between the 
ages of nine and fourteen, the film positions prey as predator and vice versa. Aside from 
increasing Lolita’s age (played by Sue Lyon) from twelve to fourteen — something the 
Production Code Administration demanded (Hatch 167). Lolita is no longer a corrupted 
victim but instead an obnoxious, manipulative, bikini wearing, lollipop sucking, sexual 
provocateur who is fully conscious of her effect on men. Rather than a fiend who drugs and 
rapes children, middle-aged professor Humbert Humbert (James Mason) is situated as a 
pathetic victim of desire who has no carnal interest in children ordinarily but is besotted with 
precocious Lolita from the outset. He writes about “his Lolita” in his diary, views her brattish 
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 Tennessee William’s script for the play Baby Doll describes a magazine called “Spicy Fiction” and a tube of 
ointment on the bed table behind Archie, firmly attaching sexual overtones to his voyeuristic actions (Williams 
8). 
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behaviour as adorable and cries when Lolita’s mother Charlotte (Shelly Winters) sends her to 
“Camp Climax” for the summer.46  
While Lolita is far more conscious of her sexuality than Baby Doll, both characters draw on 
childishness as a guise or pretence, using it to disarm men in a similar fashion to the way the 
adult femme fatale uses her femininity to mesmerize her prey. For Studlar, the concept of 
childishness as masquerade is an extension of the theory that excessive femininity is a 
masquerade (as developed by Joan Riviere). According to Riviere (303–13) undue femininity 
can be performative in the sense that it is assumed and worn as a mask in order to hide or 
divert attention away from a woman’s traits that are socially coded as masculine, particularly 
intellectual capacity. This functions to avert patriarchal criticism and other forms of reprisal 
that may present if she were to be found to possess such attributes (much like a thief turning 
out his pockets and asking to be searched to prove that he has not stolen anything). As 
discussed in Chapter Two, in relation to the femme fatale, Doane (“Femmes Fatales” 81–2) 
argues that the figure utilises feminine masquerade by playing on her sexuality in order to 
evade the law, using it to distract men from the clever, cunning nature of her personality.
47
  
According to Riviere, feminine masquerade has its origins in the oral-sadistic phase of 
development where a need for the child to conceal her hostility for her father (stemming from 
feelings of primary attachment to the mother and jealousy that the father shares her attention) 
manifests as a reaction-formation in the shape of excessive appeasement (Riviere 310). 
Studlar contends that Riviere’s work can also be extended to childishness, arguing that it 
bears structural similarities to the psychosexual formation of femininity as masquerade and 
that just as cultural codes of femaleness are assumed to ally and deflect patriarchal reproach, 
signs of childishness are used in a similar manner (“Dolly Devine” 206). Studlar (“Dolly 
Devine” 201) draws on the example of popular child actress Mary Pickford who became a 
stage performer in 1909 at age six, but who was still playing childlike roles some sixteen 
years later, successfully conveying the impression of being extremely young, both physically 
and behaviourally, despite being an adult in her early twenties (as she does in William 
Beaudine’s 1925 film Little Annie Rooney for example). According to Studlar, Pickford’s 
masquerade of childishness undercuts her sexual potentiality, rendering her erotic capability 
innocent and safe. This is not to say that her capacity to be a carnal subject is weakened, 
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 Adrian Lyne’s 1997 remake of Lolita also casts Humbert Humbert (played by Jeremy irons) as a love-struck-
fool and Lolita as sexually assertive, knowing, and in control.  
47
 The concept of masquerade can also be extended to the homme fatal. This will be explored in the next 
chapter.  
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rather Pickford personifies nostalgic ideals of Victorian-influenced femininity that is a mix of 
male sexual fantasy and idealised childhood innocence (Studlar “Dolly Devine” 209). 
Therefore, Studlar argues that Pickford’s portrayal may have provided an erotic object that 
was more acceptable to many men at the time than the overly sexualised flapper of the 1920s, 
whose “desiring subjectivity was more a threat than a promise” (Studlar  “Dolly Devine” 
211). In this sense, innocent childishness functions as a comforting substitute, ameliorating 
anxieties about the increasing sexual agency of young women at the time. Alternatively, the 
fille fatale’s masquerade of childishness functions as an expression of fears about the power 
of young women, the deadly girl using a façade of youthful innocence to mask her lethal 
potential. This is particularly pronounced in Hard Candy (as will be explored later in this 
chapter), where the fille fatale operates under the guise of a naïve fourteen-year-old in order 
to lure an unsuspecting paedophile to his eventual death.
48
 However, on the flip side of the 
girlish façade presented by Hayley in Hard Candy, the character also displays a confidence 
and maturity that exceeds her apparent age. This is a common theme in other neo-noirs as 
well including Brick, Wild Things, Poison Ivy, and Cruel Intentions. The deadly girl’s self-
assurance is also combined with an extremely high IQ, for example, in Wild Things Suzie 
(played by Neve Campbell) has an IQ of “200 or some such shit,” which suggests that the 
combination of youth, femininity, and intelligence are a potent mix for the generation of male 
paranoia. 
For philosopher Simone de Beauvoir an increase in the association between the girl and 
themes of dangerous desire is linked to her ambiguity. According to de Beauvoir, feminism 
has rendered women less mysterious to men because they increasingly function in the same 
realms, whereas girls remain a mystery:  
The adult woman now inhabits the same world as the man, but the child-woman moves 
in a universe he cannot enter. The age-difference re-established between them the 
distance that seems necessary for desire. At least that is what those who have created a 
new eve by merging the “green fruit” with the “femme fatale” types have pinned their 
hopes on. (10)  
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 More broadly, themes of childishness as masquerade are taken to the extreme in Jaume Collet-Serra’s 2009 
horror Orphan where the crazed nine-year-old antagonist is revealed to be a thirty-three-year-old woman with a 
hormone disorder who destroys her adoptive family by seducing the father before murdering him (the film also 
perversely speaks back to society’s obsession with youthfulness).  
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But while unknowability generates desire it also breeds anxiety, accounting for the increasing 
centrality of the fille fatale figure. These fears about the girl’s enigmatic potential also 
manifest in the form of unresolved Oedipal attachments as the next section of this chapter 
explores.  
The Fille Fatale and the (Much) Older Man 
As well as the construction of childishness as masquerade, another theme that commonly 
emerges in relation the fille fatale, and one that also has origins in the psychosexual phase of 
development, is the deadly girl’s fixation on men who are considerably older than her. In 
Mildred Pierce Veda has an affair with her stepfather Monte Beragon (Zachary Scott), as 
does Danielle Miller (Joey Heatherton) in Where Love Has Gone. Lolita’s step-father 
Humbert Humbert becomes her lover after her mother is killed, and Baby Doll’s husband is 
old enough to be her grand-father
49
 (although in Baby Doll’s case she is not attracted to 
Archie, rather her father arranges for her to marry Archie before he dies). Other films that 
articulate misplaced Oedipal attachments are Louis Malle’s controversial 1978 film Pretty 
Baby and Terrence Malick’s 1973 road movie Badlands. In Pretty Baby twelve-year-old child 
prostitute Violet (Brooke Shields) falls in love with a photographer who is significantly older 
than her. Badlands is based on the real life killing spree of twenty-five-year-old Charles 
Starkweather and his fifteen-year-old girlfriend Caril-Ann Fugate. 
This theme is also predominant in many neo-noirs. For example, in Poison Ivy, fille fatale Ivy 
(Drew Barrymore) infiltrates a wealthy family and seduces the father/husband. The Crush 
centres on a highly intelligent but maniacal fourteen-year-old who develops an infatuation 
with a considerably older man. In Léon: The Professional (Luc Besson, 1994) twelve-year-
old Matilda (Natalie Portman) falls for the considerably older hit-man, come father substitute, 
Léon (Jean Reno). As this chapter will later examine, in Stoker India Stoker (Mia 
Wasikowska) also exhibits misplaced Oedipal desires towards her uncle. Conspicuously, in 
all these films the adolescent’s paternal father is either absent entirely or her parents are 
divorced. For Hatch (167), the coupling of misplaced (and unresolved) Oedipal attachment 
with absent fatherhood suggests that the underlying reason teenagers in these films are led 
astray is that their biological fathers are not available to see them safely to maturity. This is 
clearly articulated in Stoker. Throughout her childhood India’s father successfully diverts her 
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 In Tennessee Williams’ play 27 Wagons Full of Cotton, which Baby Doll is based on, the character Archie 
Meighan (named Jake in the original text) is described as being sixty years old (Williams 3). 
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murderous impulses by encouraging her to channel them into the lesser evil of hunting birds. 
However, this changes after his death and he is no longer there to guide her.   
I interpret the emphasis on the absent father in these films as a critique of shifts relating to the 
structural dynamics of the family. Just as classic film noir can be linked to the destabilisation 
of gender order in American society at the time, so too are anxieties about the breakdown of 
the conventional nuclear family (and an underlying desire to reinstate it as the norm) a major 
concern for dominant postfeminist discourse (Ingraham 173). Further, the majority of the 
films mentioned in this section of the thesis also situate the older man as a prize for which the 
girl and her mother compete, the daughter usurping the mother’s position as his lover in every 
instance. This theme is played out in Mildred Pierce, Where Love Has Gone, both Kubrick’s 
and Lyn’s versions of Lolita, Pretty Baby, Poison Ivy (although it is Ivy’s mother figure 
rather than her actual non-existent mother whose position she appropriates), and Stoker. 
Frequently, this occurs in conjunction with the mother’s absence from the home and family 
and/or her inability to control her wayward daughter. This functions as an added critique of 
non-traditional familial structures by calling into question the woman’s ability to occupy the 
position of both mother and head of household. For example, in Mildred Pierce blame for 
Veda’s out-of-control behaviour is clearly aimed at Mildred whose highly successful business 
endeavours leave her little time to keep track of what is happening in her home life. In this 
sense, the narrative also functions as a precursor to postfeminist representations (as examined 
earlier in this thesis), which can be seen to problematise women’s work/family choices.  
The 1990s Fille Fatale 
As established in Chapter One, in relation to the femme fatale, the second production cycle of 
neo-noir (from 1980–1999) is when the figure makes a wide-spread return to the screen with 
films such as Body Heat and Basic Instinct. Drawing on the codes of soft-core pornography, 
the femmes fatales in these films are highly eroticised, often sexually ambiguous, very 
intelligent, and extremely dangerous with an enormous desire for wealth and the power that it 
brings (Williams “Erotic Thriller” 100). Unlike fatales of the classic noir era these deadly 
women often get away with their crimes, outsmarting the dim-witted men who fall under 
their spell. They also drive the narrative, occupying a space traditionally reserved for the 
male central character (Hirsch “Detours” 185). As such they function as a masochistic 
expression of patriarchal fears about women, embodying what Creed describes as “the femme 
castratrice” (“Monstrous”122–3).  
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Although not emerging until the early 1990s with Poison Ivy, the neo-noir deadly girl shares 
similar characteristics to her big sister the spider woman. Blending the sexual appeal of Lolita 
and Baby Doll with the cunning of Veda she is a potent mix of danger and eroticisation. 
Unlike Veda who is punished for her crime, Lolita who dies in childbirth at age seventeen, 
and Baby Doll who is used and then dumped by young, good looking Silva Vacarro (Eli 
Wallach), the neo-noir deadly girl often goes unpunished for her transgressions (just as the 
contemporary femme fatale does). As with the deadly woman, the 1990s fatal girl is generally 
framed in relation to the male protagonist (this point becomes significant in regards to my 
analysis of Hard Candy and Stoker, both of which adopt the fille fatale’s point-of-view). 
Also, like the femme fatale, the 1990s deadly girl is frequently driven by an insatiable desire 
for wealth. This is particularly pronounced in Poison Ivy and Wild Things, as well as in 
Cherry Crush. In these films the fille fatale is highly intelligent, but she is from an 
impoverished background where both parents are absent. Suzie lives alone in a trailer park, 
Ivy resides with her aunt, and Shay (Nikki Reed) in Cherry Crush shares an apartment with 
her drug addicted sister. 
These fatales align with what Harris describes as at-risk girls. As explored in the second 
chapter of this thesis, Harris identifies two dominant forms of girl representation to emerge in 
contemporary neoliberal Western society. On one end of the spectrum is the can-do girl who 
is highly functioning, success orientated, optimistic, and self-inventing (“Future Girl” 22–5). 
In contrast to the can-do girl exists the at-risk girl. Generally from an impoverished and 
unstable home environment the at-risk girl, also described by McRobbie as a phallic-girl (83–
4), often engages in dangerous, self-destructive behaviours that are traditionally coded as 
“masculine” (McRobbie 83; Harris “Future Girl” 25–6). While at-risk girls may have the 
intellect to acquire a good education, leading to a high income profession like the can-do girl, 
they lack the social support to enable them to do this and instead perform poorly or drop out 
of school, perpetuating a cycle of poverty (Harris “Future Girl” 26–7). Alternatively, the 
fictional at-risk fille fatale displays an insatiable desire to break from her deprived 
environment at any expense. Even though her intelligence may avail her the same 
opportunities as her wealthy can-do peers through scholarship opportunities (as in the case of 
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Ivy and Shay), invariably she instead turns her acumen to plots (generally involving high risk 
schemes, promiscuous sex, and violence) that will reward her with large amounts of cash.
50
  
However, other filles fatales do not fit so neatly within the phallic, at-risk category. The 
Crush and Cruel Intentions focus on deadly girls from extremely wealthy backgrounds (as do 
Stoker and Brick). Like the femme fatale who already has wealth (serial killer Catherine 
Tramell in Basic Instinct being the most prominent example) the privileged fille fatale thrives 
on a different set of motivations. In Cruel Intentions Kathryn Merteuil (Sarah Michelle 
Gellar) is a spoiled brat who revels in toying with the emotions of others. Alternatively, 
fourteen-year-old Adrian (Alicia Silverstone) in The Crush is a dangerous Lolitaesque 
nutcase who becomes pathologically obsessed with writer Nick Eliot (Cary Elwes) after he 
rents a guest house on her parents’ estate. The theme of the maniacal girl fixated with an 
unsuspecting male is also central in Malicious and Swim Fan. The antagonists in these films 
are closely associated with Evelyn Draper in Play Misty For Me who, although an adult, is 
also a violent psychotic who develops a disturbing obsession with an unfortunate male (in 
this case radio jockey Dave Garver, played by Clint Eastwood). This situates the fille fatale in 
the realm of horror as what Creed describes as a “castrating female psychotic” (“Monstrous” 
126). Both Hard Candy and Stoker also align the girl with horror. In Stoker, fille fatale India 
has an insatiable lust for murder. Hayley in Hard Candy embodies the castrating woman like 
Evelyn, but rather than being a female psychotic, she evokes the alternative emasculating 
archetype identified by Creed — the revenge seeker (“Monstrous” 122–3), as the following 
section will explore.   
Hard Candy and the Deadly Grrrl 
“Play time is over Jeff”  
Hayley Stark to Jeff Kohlver (Patrick Wilson) 
Although shot entirely during the day, Hard Candy establishes a distinct noir aesthetic 
through the use of common neo-noir visual conventions such as a muted colour palette (that 
subtly changes hue in accordance with Hayley’s somewhat erratic moods), contrasted with 
blocks of saturated primary colour — predominantly red or at times yellow (Glitre 17). Other 
conventions include the use of filtered daylight to create bold chiaroscuro effects with 
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 Fifteen-year-old Vanessa Lutz (Reese Witherspoon) in Freeway also fits into this category although she is not 
obsessed with wealth; rather the film is a black comedy that plays on the little-red-riding-hood narrative.  
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shadow enveloping the characters entirely at times so that their form is visible in silhouette 
only. Coupled with this is a dominant use of extreme close-ups, as well as expressionist 
camera angles and movements, creating a disorientated and claustrophobic atmosphere that is 
amplified by the notable absence of any form of non-diegetic sound score.  
 
Figure 16: A noir aesthetic is created through the use of a muted colour palette offset by blocks of saturated 
primary colours, bold shadows, and expressionist camera angles (Hard Candy, Slade, 2005). 
 
The film is played out from the perspective of fourteen-year-old Hayley, and opens with a 
close-up of a computer screen, enabling the audience to track a flirtatious conversation 
between “Thonggrrrl14” and “Lensman319.” The two agree to meet at a café called 
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“Nighthawks.” The scene then cuts to an extreme close-up of  Hayley (aka “Thonggrrrl14”) 
slicing through a portion of rich chocolate tiramisu with a fork before groaning in ecstasy as 
she slides a piece into her mouth. At this moment the person she has been conversing with 
over the internet (“Lensman319”) approaches. Hayley seems pleasantly surprised, so does 
thirty-two-year-old photographer Jeff Kohlver, who immediately resumes the titillation by 
wiping chocolate off Hayley’s lower lip with his thumb and placing it in his mouth. 
As the two chat over chocolate ganache and other sickly adolescent treats, the camera 
momentarily shifts focus to a poster on the wall calling for information on the whereabouts of 
missing teenager Donna Mauer. This, coupled with Hayley’s red hoodie jumper — a motif 
that references the children’s tale Little Red Riding Hood — suggests that Jeff may be a 
proverbial big-bad-wolf (Wade 5). However, after Hayley has foolishly climbed into Jeff’s 
car and gone with him to his Hollywood Hills home (entering the wolf’s territory) the tables 
rapidly turn with Hayley transforming from potential victim to revenge seeking predator. 
What ensues is an intense, often dialogue heavy, scrutinisation of Jeff’s home, body, and 
psyche as Hayley unearths his dirty secrets (including his involvement in Donna Mauer’s 
murder), and torments him with his worst nightmares. Although mythically it is the wolf that 
is associated with masquerade (grandmothers and sheep immediately come to mind), in Hard 
Candy Hayley is the queen of pretence. While her physical appearance, her impulsive 
behaviour, and her culinary tastes are congruent with that of a fourteen-year-old, her 
intelligence and confidence imply she is more mature. This is enforced by her revelation that 
she has been researching Jeff’s preferences in girls and has established that anyone over 
fourteen is unappealing to him. Moreover, in the final scenes of the film, Hayley reveals that 
everything Jeff (and by proxy, the spectator) knows about her can be called into question: 
Jeff: “God, who are you?” 
Hayley: “It’s hard to say for sure. Maybe not a Calabasas girl, maybe not the daughter of a  
                Med-school professor…” 
 
Jeff: “Maybe not even a friend of Donna Mauer.” 
 
Hayley: “Maybe not even named Hayley.” 
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Unlike characters such as Baby Doll, Hayley’s masquerade of childishness is conscious, 
calculated, and carefully constructed. Far from allaying male anxieties by undercutting her 
potential for sexual subjectivity like Mary Pickford, Hayley instead functions as the 
embodiment of masochistic male paranoia as a monstrous femme castratrice — a “castrating 
woman” (Creed “Monstrous” 123) who actively seeks revenge on men who violate women. 
As has been established, in the 1960s–1970s rape-revenge cycle of films this is orchestrated 
explicitly and graphically through either the direct castration of the perpetrator or some 
similarly gruesome act. In Hard Candy themes of castration are also played out brutally, but 
Hayley’s lengthy torture of Jeff is ultimately relegated to the psychological. However, this 
does not lessen the impact of the scene in which Jeff is bound to a steel bench and subjected 
to what, at the time, appears to be a medical castration procedure. Donned in surgical attire 
and armed with a scalpel, Hayley numbs Jeff’s genitals with ice before (seemingly) removing 
one testicle, and then the other; excitedly declaring the operation a success at the end, and 
recommending Jeff join a eunuch support group. She even goes so far as to set up a video 
camera and television monitor so that he can watch the “procedure” should he choose, and to 
present him with two bloodied testicles at the completion of the task. It is not until an 
emotionally and physically shattered Jeff breaks loose from his bindings that he realises it has 
all been a performance and that his organs in reality remain intact (albeit somewhat bruised 
from the large paper clamp secured to them).  
 
The threat of castration is made all the more pronounced by the fact that Hayley is a girl 
rather than a woman. As explored in Chapter Two, the construction of girls as powerful, self-
determining figures has become increasingly popular in dominant postfeminist culture. Much 
of this popularity has been fuelled by the term “girl power.” Although originating in the 
politically grounded “Riot Grrrl” movement, which was closely affiliated with third wave 
feminism and “grrrl postfeminism” (Holmlund “Postfeminism” 116), girl power was quickly 
appropriated by popular culture through manufactured pop groups such as the “Spice Girls.” 
Here it was used to promote the idea that female autonomy and success hinges on highly-
stylised markers such as sexy, revealing clothing and lots of makeup. According to Harris 
(“Future Girl”19–21) the presentation of young women in this way invites the female body to 
be infantilised, sexually objectified, and commodified. As such, these representations imply 
that female power is predicated on feminine attractiveness and desirability. The 1990s neo-
noir fille fatale in particular is frequently shown in this way, closely aligning the figure with 
what Williams (“Erotic Thriller” 103) describes as the neo-porno femme fatale. Wild Things 
132 
 
is one example where this is played out excessively with filles fatales Suzie and Kelly Ryan 
(Denise Richards) framed in a way that is comparable to soft-core pornography. As with the 
deadly woman, by presenting the lethal girl in a highly sexualised fashion, her potency is 
effectively undercut (Levine 180).  
 
However, Hard Candy stands out in that the film does not undermine the threat of female 
power by offering its heroine as a highly sexualised spectacle designed for the heterosexual 
male gaze. While Jeff may find Hayley desirable she does not fit with conventional 
expectations of female attractiveness as they prevail in popular Western culture. Instead 
Hayley is distinctly tom boyish. She has short hair, wears no makeup, and is costumed in 
jeans, a t-shirt, sneakers, and a hoodie. The character’s pseudonym “Thonggrrrl14,” along 
with her determination to strike back at crimes against girls, also directly aligns her with the 
do-it-yourself philosophy of Riot Grrrl. Hard Candy enforces respect for female power 
through Jeff’s eventual willingness to comply with Hayley’s demands and kill himself. The 
alternative being that he will be exposed for his crimes and arrested. Therefore, the film 
offers a dissimilar representation of girls compared to that which predominates in 
postfeminist popular culture. 
 
Hayley’s boyish appearance and self-determining grrrl power attitude also aligns her with 
what film theorist Carol Clover describes as the final girl of the horror genre, who, like the 
rape avenger, initially became popular in the 1960s–1970s. According to Clover (40) the final 
girl is not framed as being fully feminine, but rather gender ambiguous in the sense that she 
possesses attributes that are typically coded as masculine. She is smart, grounded, and 
competent in practical hands-on matters (such as securing an effective noose or physically 
demobilising an adult male in Hayley’s case). Importantly, the final girl is not passive. 
Instead she exercises an “active investigating gaze” (Clover 48) that is normally reserved for 
males, punishing females when they assume it themselves. By this Clover is referring to the 
way the final girl actively and aggressively looks for the killer, eventually tracking him down 
in his lair and facing the monster on her own terms. This is precisely what Hayley does. She 
readily admits that she has been tracking Jeff for some time, has surveyed his neighbours’ 
movements, and knows what days they will not be home (minimising the prospect of 
interruption). Hayley also knows who Jeff’s partner in crime was and has already hunted him 
down and dealt with him. Another final girl trait is that she “mans” herself with a weapon of 
her choice, which in turn functions as a phallic symbol. Conversely, she specifically 
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“unmans” her oppressor through either literal or implied castration (Clover 48). As well as 
the simulated neutering of Jeff, he is repeatedly de-masculinised through forced 
immobilisation, resulting in frantic emotional outbursts of crying, screaming, trembling, and 
begging for mercy — all behaviours that, as Clover (48) contends, are gendered feminine in 
the horror tradition. This inversion of conventionally gender determined traits and actions 
allows for masochistic identification on the part of male audience members, linking the final 
girl to felt fears about shifting gender dynamics that have been intensified by feminist 
activism (Clover 62–3).  
 
As Hadass Wade (3) identifies, Hard Candy combines the figure of the final girl and the rape 
avenger into one character with agency. This firmly situates the fille fatale in the realm of 
horror, eliciting male anxieties that are made all the more potent by the fact that they are 
enacted through a rhetoric of grrrl postfeminism, which does not undermine or trivialise the 
potency of female power like other dominant streams of postfeminist discourse do. However, 
while Hard Candy reaffirms female empowerment by presenting an assertive character who 
refuses to passively accept victimisation. I suggest that her active, individualistic, self-
satisfying actions also bear a close resemblance to the pervasive neoliberal ideologies 
underpinning dominant postfeminist discourse. As film theorist Rebecca Stringer (269) 
argues in her chapter on gender and violence in Hard Candy and Neil Jordan’s The Brave 
One (2007), independent female revenge sits at odds with typical feminist efforts to challenge 
male aggression: “Lone vigilantism is the very opposite of the actual strategies advocated in 
feminist anti-violence efforts, which have primarily assumed the form of collective political 
struggle and non-violent direct action” (Stringer 280). In this sense, although Hayley 
embraces the do-it-yourself ethos of grrrl postfeminism (Harris “Future Girl” 17), her self-
sufficiency also sits in opposition to the underlying agenda of groups such as Riot Grrrl, 
which are founded on the idea a female solidarity. In this context, despite the overriding 
presence of other strands of feminist rhetoric, Hard Candy can be equally seen in the context 
of what McRobbie (24) describes as the disarticulation of feminism, drawing attention to the 
complexities of postfeminist discourse. Another fille fatale that does not fit neatly within the 
conventions of dominant postfeminism and one who is directly aligned with horror, but in a 
very different way to Hayley, is India Stoker in Stoker.   
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Stoker and Teenage Monstrosity 
 
“Sometimes you need to do something bad to stop you from doing something worse.”  
 
Richard Stoker (Dermot Mulroney)  
 to India Stoker (Mia Wasikowska)  
 
Stoker opens with a flash forward, showing a young woman, later revealed to be India Stoker, 
standing at the edge of a corn field with her hands in her pockets and a faint smile hovering 
on her lips. As the wind billows her hair and skirt around her frame, a voiceover monologue 
describes a series of details, the relevance of which become apparent as the narrative unfolds: 
“My ears hear what others cannot hear. Small far away things that people cannot normally 
see are visible to me. These senses are the fruit of a lifetime of longing, longing to be 
rescued, to be complete…” As film critic David Stratton identifies (The Australian), in terms 
of narrative structure Stoker draws on themes from Shadow of a Doubt, where charming but 
deadly “merry widow” serial killer Charlie (Joseph Cotten) unexpectedly arrives to stay with 
his older sister and her family, much to the initial delight of his niece and namesake young 
Charlie (Teresa Wright). Although the pair shares a special bond, this is soon soured by 
young Charlie’s discovery of her uncle’s dark secrets. Similarly, enigmatic Charles Stoker 
(Matthew Goode) inexplicably appears at India’s family home after her father Richard 
(Charles’ older brother) is killed in an unusual vehicle accident. While India’s melodramatic, 
drunken mother Evelyn (Nicole Kidman) is clearly captivated by her charismatic brother-in-
law, he has his designs set firmly on India, who despite reacting to him in a childishly sullen 
and hostile manner (as she does with nearly everybody) is simultaneously fascinated and 
perplexed by him. As the film progresses Charles is revealed to be a cold blooded killer who 
has been incarcerated in a mental institution since childhood after burying his baby brother 
alive. On the day of his release he murders Richard after he tries to prevent Charles from 
visiting India. Charles also slaughters a number of other people including a house keeper and 
his aunt. But it is through Charles and a shared experience of murder that India realises her 
own blood lust that she has inherited from her uncle.   
 
Stoker exudes a distinctly noir sensibility in terms of both narrative structure and screen 
aesthetics. Visually, the film is marked by the often stunning use of graphic matches, 
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dissolves, sound bridges, sonic overlaps, extreme close-ups, and expressionist camera angles. 
The colour palette is dominated by cool, neutral tones including white, cream, grey, brown, 
sage green, and soft blue. This is contrasted by the occasional injection of bold yellow — the 
centre lines marked on the road, an umbrella in an otherwise dark grey, rainy mise en scène, 
or the yolks of the devilled eggs in a setting dominated by white. Although yellow is less 
commonly used in neo-noir compared to colours such as red and blue, the offsetting of 
neutral tones with areas of saturated primary tint is a popular convention (Glitre 17), as 
examined in Chapter One. The characters’ costuming also reflects the overall muted colour 
coding of the film, again shades such as cream, brown, and sage dominate. Furthermore, 
India is stylised in an almost dowdy manner, with highly conservative clothing, lank hair, and 
a lack of make-up (something that sits in visual opposition to 1990s filles fatales). Stoker also 
adds to the feel of noir through the prevalence of night time settings, the strategic use of 
shadows, voice-over narration, and the non-linear narrative structure. However, as the title of 
the film conspicuously implies through its obvious reference to Bram Stoker, author of 
Dracula, Stoker also borrows themes from the horror genre and the myth of the vampire. 
 
The Monstrous Fille Fatale  
 
Archetypally, in film and literature vampires possess certain “superpowers.” While these vary 
to a degree between texts, conventional attributes include enormous physical strength and 
agility, shape shifting capabilities, magnified vision, hearing, and olfactory senses, as well as 
the ability to hypnotise (Karg and Spaite 95).
51
 Although there are no actual vampires in 
Stoker, both India and Charles have an extraordinary sense of vision and hearing. Charles’ 
enigmatic character gives him a hypnotic quality and he does not appear to eat (something 
that vampires also do not do since their diet consists of blood). Additionally, Charles is 
frequently framed in a way that is suggestive of shape shifting. When the audience is first 
introduced to him he appears like a mirage standing on a hill in the distance, the sun behind 
him, shrouding him in darkness, his form shimmering in the heat of the day. Later in the film, 
after an intense exchange with India, he seemingly vanishes into thin air leaving her 
wondering if he were there in the first place. At other times his visual presence is in shadow 
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 In Chan-wook Park’s earlier horror film Thirst (2009) Sang-hyun (Song Kang-ho) is tormented by his 
enhanced sense of hearing as he transforms into a vampire; he also acquires heightened olfactory perception, 
great strength, and the ability to fly.  
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form only, a framing technique that can be found in early vampire films such as Friedrich 
Murnau’s Nosferatu (1922).  
 
Though fille fatale India is not visually situated like a vampire to the same extent that her 
uncle is, there are none the less vampirish motifs (over and above enhanced sight and 
hearing) attaching her to the figure; notably a small spider that scuttles across the floor and 
onto her leg at the beginning of the film and later crawls up her inner thigh, presumably to 
her crotch, during India’s sexually charged encounter with Charles at the piano, an interaction 
which takes place shortly before they murder her school mate Whip (Alden Ehrenreich). Not 
only does this signify the spider woman that India is becoming, but as established in Chapter 
Three, the constructs of the deadly spider woman and the vampire are directly aligned and 
can be traced back via the vamp of pre-1940s film to literary characters such as the female 
vampires in Dracula, and more specifically Le Fanu’s Carmilla.  
 
 
Figure 17: A moody India Stoker (Mia Wasikowska) in the kitchen of her mansion. The use of a wide angle lens 
and the contrast of the rich yellow egg yolks offset an otherwise neutral palette providing a distinctly noir 
aesthetic (Stoker, Park, 2013). 
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Figure 18: Framing techniques shown in Stoker (Park, 2013) that present the monster in shadow form on the 
screen can also be found in classic horror movies such as Nosferatu (Murnau, 1922). 
 
According to feminist film theory the female vampire is connected to fears about women’s 
liberation. Both Dracula and Carmilla were written in the late 1800s, when first wave 
feminist activism was gaining momentum and the plethora of soft-core-pornography/horror 
productions to emerge in the 1960s and 1970s featuring hyper-sexualised female vampires 
(for example The Vampire Lovers) are commonly associated with second wave feminism 
(Weiss 90; Creed “Monstrous” 59). The female vampire is argued to function as a 
manifestation of anxieties about feminism because she disrupts gender identity and order. For 
Creed, this also makes her abject. Driven by a lust for blood she does not respect the dictates 
of the law, which sets the rules of proper conduct. Not only does the female vampire cross the 
boundaries between the living and the dead, and the human and the animal, she is also active 
and predatory — traits that are traditionally coded as masculine (Creed “Monstrous” 61–3). 
This sits in opposition to the male vampire who is feminised. He is shown as sensual and 
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elegant. He speaks seductively and although cleverly evil, he is immediately attractive to 
women. In death he is also feminised in that his body is usually penetrated by a phallic stake 
(Creed “Monstrous” 63). These characteristics (aside from the stake through the heart) are 
also synonymous with hommes fatals, including Charles, and are attached to themes of 
masquerade. This will be examined in the final chapter of the thesis, which focuses 
specifically on the deadly man.  
 
Importantly for this chapter, vampires, as well as other mythical creatures such as 
werewolves, are also associated with transformation. In the horror genre, in relation to female 
monsters, the change from human to beast is frequently attached to maturation and 
menstruation. In John Fawcett’s 2000 werewolf horror Ginger Snaps the onset of menstrual 
bleeding directly coincides with a werewolf attack, which is followed by bodily alterations 
such as unprecedented rapid hair growth, corporeal transformation, and uncontrollable 
physical urges as antagonist Ginger (Katharine Isabelle) becomes both a woman and a 
monster. Brian De Palma’s Carrie (1976) situates menarche as a dramatic precursor to 
carnage when abused adolescent Carrie (Sissy Spacek) simultaneously develops supernatural 
powers of telekinesis.
52
 Other horror narratives also link bodily development to change. In 
The Exorcist (William Friedkin, 1973) the onset of adolescence coincides with demonic 
possession and in Jennifer’s Body, Jennifer’s (Megan Fox) maturity into womanhood also 
involves her turning into a man eating succubus whose need to consume human flesh arises 
on a monthly cycle. However, despite losing control over their bodies, characters such as 
Jennifer and Ginger also derive great pleasure from their monstrous identities, particularly the 
power and sexual satisfaction it affords, in this sense through their transformation they are 
able to reject the limits placed on female sexual subjectivity (Miller 281–2). Although at 
eighteen India is too old to be experiencing menarche, her development into a fully-fledged 
killer (in the sense that she transgresses from shooting birds to slaying men) and the 
solidification of her monstrous identity coincides with her entry into adulthood, which, for 
her, signifies both power and freedom. As she concludes in the film’s opening monologue: 
“Just as the flower does not choose its colour, we are not responsible for what we have come 
to be, only once you realise this do you become free, and to become adult is to become free.” 
What is more, like Ginger and Jennifer who (initially at least) become considerably more 
visually erotic with their new found identities, India becomes noticeably less drab. Her 
                                                          
52
 Carrie was also remade in 2013 by director Kimberly Peirce. The film follows a very similar narrative 
structure to the original, itself a screen adaptation of Stephen King’s 1974 novel of the same name.  
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Brogue shoes are replaced by a pair of sexy stiletto heels (a birthday gift from her uncle), and 
her blouse, taken from her mother is more glamorous than her usual attire.
53
 However, 
despite the empowerment afforded to India (as well as Jennifer, Ginger, and Carrie), female 
sexuality is expressed only to show how monstrous it is. In this sense, the deadly girl 
functions very much as a masochistic expression of patriarchal anxiety.   
 
Transformation and Patriarchal Crisis 
 
India’s development into a fille fatale does not just coincide with her maturation into legal 
adulthood. It also corresponds with the death of her father. Up until this point her monstrosity 
(that like vampirism has been passed on to India from Charles through their bloodline) has 
been kept in check by Richard. Knowing the nature of her personality after having been 
exposed to Charlie’s behaviour as a child, India’s father actively deflects her lethal impulses 
by providing an outlet for them in the form of hunting game birds. But with the replacement 
of her guiding father with murderous Charles she is steered in a direction that feeds into her 
impulses rather than contains them. Progressively, she becomes the same as her uncle. 
Visually, this is articulated through a series of motifs that align India and Charles next to each 
other, framing them as mirror images of each other.  
 
As explored in Chapter Three, themes of doubling and mirroring are common in 
representations of lesbian desire. Here it can be used to signify sameness as it does in 
Mulholland Drive for example, when Betty transforms Rita by costuming her in a blonde wig 
that is styled similarly to Diane’s own hair and the two women are shown, standing side by 
side gazing into a mirror. It can also represent difference, as in Chloé where the age disparity 
between the two lovers is a major point of contention.
54
 Another film that employs the use of 
mirroring and reversal, linking scenes of embrace, physical coupling, and the idea of merging 
and doubling is Persona (Andrews 36). In Chapter Three I contend that Mulholland Drive 
makes intertextual reference to Persona through the use of similar motifs and shots. 
Extending this contention, I argue that Stoker also draws on Bergman’s Persona. Here, 
despite the different gender of the characters, shots are staged not only to denote sameness of 
personality but also to articulate themes of transference.  
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 The theme of transformation is also attached to shoes in Thirst. When Tae-ju (Kim Ok-bin) becomes a 
vampire she also takes to wearing stiletto heels and alluring clothes for the first time. 
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 In addition, as established earlier in the thesis, mirror motifs and doubling can are used to articulate themes 
including duplicity, narcissism (Place 57–8). 
140 
 
In her critical analysis of the idea of exchange in Persona, film scholar Susan Sontag argues 
that according to the majority of critics Persona is constructed on the subject of doubling 
(duplication, inversion, reciprocal exchange, unity, fission and repetition) and underlying this 
is the subject of exchange where the two women Alma (Bibi Andersson) and Elisabet (Liv 
Ullmann) swap identities. Nurse Alma, who begins as strong becomes progressively weaker, 
gradually assuming the problems and confusions of her patient, while the sick woman 
Elisabet eventually regains her power of speech and is able to return to her former life as an 
actress (Sontag 63–5). Whereas Charles does not become weaker, India becomes 
progressively stronger and more like her uncle. In the final scenes of the film her power 
supersedes his and she kills him. Moreover, she takes the credit cards, car, and other items 
given to Charles by Richard, enabling her to start the life in New York that was intended for 
him; in this sense she essentially becomes Charles’ successor. 
 
 
Figure 19: Stoker (Park, 2013) references shot sequences and motifs from Bergman’s Persona (1966) to 
articulate themes of doubling, mirroring, and transference of identity. 
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Themes focusing on taking over and the shifting of power relations relate to anxieties about 
the destabilisation of patriarchal hegemony that is central to representations of the femme and 
fille fatale in noir. As discussed earlier in this chapter, in films featuring deadly girls, these 
fears are often expressed by the conspicuous absence of biological fathers (coupled with 
misplaced psychosexual attachment). In Lolita for example, the missing father is neither there 
to constrain the overly precocious and evocative adolescent nor to protect her from harmful 
predators (Hatch 167). As such, the film speaks directly to fears about the breakdown of 
traditional family structures. Similarly, as film theorist Frank Krutnik (36) argues, Shadow of 
a Doubt expresses a cynicism about the value of communal and familial bonding. In relation 
to the horror genre, Sobchack (“Child/Alien”14) suggests that repressed anxieties over loss of 
patriarchal control are also expressed in the form of rage. Here the dramatization of the terror 
of patriarchy without power is not only marked by the absent father (as in Carrie for 
example), but also by fathers who pervert paternal responsibility and love. Sobchack 
(“Child/Alien” 14) draws on Stanley Kubrick’s 1980 cinematic adaptation of Stephen King’s 
The Shining (1977) and Stuart Rosenberg’s 1979 film The Amityville Horror (developed from 
Jay Anson’s 1977 novel of the same name) as examples. In both films the fathers fold under 
pressure, turning on their families in psychotic rage. Another example is The Stepfather 
(Joseph Ruben, 1987), which focuses on a psychopathic man who slays his family, later 
replacing it with a new one that he also attempts to annihilate.    
 
Similarly, although India’s biological father is neither absent nor psychotic, in death he is 
replaced by Charles; a substitute dad who perverts his love and parental responsibility 
towards his niece on a number of levels, most profoundly by indoctrinating her to the thrill of 
murder (more broadly, the symbolic replacement of good, responsible Richard, with corrupt, 
unbalanced Charles could be seen as representational of the death of the conventional, 
“stable” family). However, unlike the paternal figures in films such as The Amityville Horror, 
The Stepfather, and Shadow of a Doubt (where Uncle Charlie tries to murder young Charlie), 
India is one of the few family members that Charles does not attempt to kill. Rather they 
converge as a killing team (in the death of Whip at least, and as far as Charles’ intentions are 
concerned, Evelyn also). Narratives depicting this form of father/daughter alliance are 
unusual in American cinema, however in saying that, Stoker is not alone in featuring this 
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mode of representation. Similar familial dynamics can be found in the series Hannibal. 
55
 
Here, teenager Abigail Hobbs (Kacey Rohl) is a proficient hunter who works in partnership 
with her serial killer father Garrett Jacob Hobbs. Acting as bait, she lures unsuspecting 
adolescent girls to their deaths, where they are subsequently dismembered and served at the 
family dinner table. After her father is shot to death she forms a close bond with forensic 
psychiatrist Hannibal Lecter, who is also a cannibalistic serial killer. However, unlike Stoker, 
where India proves to be far more dangerous than any man, Abigail is ultimately a victim of 
patriarchal rage. Firstly, her father turns on his family, slaughtering the mother and severing 
Abigail’s throat. While she survives this attack, her throat is cut by Hannibal in the final 
episode of season two.  
 
Themes of cannibalism can be linked to the oral-biting sadistic phase of development where, 
as Riviere contends, there is a powerful desire to devour and destroy both parents (309).  
Similarly, vampirism can be related to oral-sadism through the act of biting into the neck and 
draining the body of blood. In this regard, both Stoker and Hannibal articulate unresolved 
pre-Oedipal fixations that function as a masochistic patriarchal response to shifting gender 
dynamics, in particular the increasing power of young women. Crucially, masochism is also 
connected to the rage filled father who although frightening is also filled with self-loathing. 
As Sobchack argues, patriarchy is “simultaneously terrified and terrorising in the fact of its 
increasing impotence; of patriarchy maddened by a paradoxical desire for its own 
annihilation” (“Child/Alien” 14).   
 
In Stoker, as in Hard Candy, fears about shifting gender dynamics and the increasing power 
of girls are not diffused. The potency of India’s character is not undermined by situating her 
as an object of erotic contemplation as is common in 1990s representations of deadly girls, 
nor is she punished for her behaviour. Rather, she not only directly challenges male 
domination by killing the formidable Charles she also usurps the Law (and conversely, in 
Lacanian terms, patriarchal symbolic order itself) by going out of her way to brutally murder 
the Sheriff. Just as the phrase “girl power” is sometimes used in postfeminist discourse to 
imply that women now have too much power (Taft 72), I suggest that figures such as India 
(along with Ginger and Jennifer) articulate masochistic male paranoia that the power afforded 
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 Though fundamentally Hannibal falls under the genre of horror, the series has distinctly noir sensibilities. 
Aesthetically, it is dominated by a muted colour palate, densely saturated shadows, night time settings, 
expressionist camera techniques, and a minatory sound score. Narratively the series hinges on investigatory 
themes and nightmare predicaments.  
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to young women is too great, and that as they transcend into adulthood they are manifesting 
into out-of-control (man destroying) monsters. Brick also plays out on themes of male anxiety 
about the destabilisation of gender identity, but in a very different way to Stoker and Hard 
Candy. 
 
The Reaffirmation of Patriarchal Order in Brick 
 
One of the many ways postfeminism operates in the process of “undoing” feminism, to use 
McRobbie’s term (11), is through nostalgia for the past — for a time less complicated by 
gender politics and institutional critique (Negra 2). In the realm of noir, the classic era of the 
1940s and 1950s is emblematic of such a time. As much as this epoch was one of dramatic 
social change, particularly in regard to shifting gender dynamics, it was also a time that 
precedes second wave feminist activism and the legislative and economic changes initiated 
by the movement. But more than this, it is a period that lends itself to patriarchal 
reminiscence in the sense that as much as classic noir problematises the legitimacy of 
patriarchal authority via the deadly woman who challenges it, it also reclaims and reasserts 
traditional patterns of male dominance and female submission by showing the anti-hero 
taking control, interrogating (both investigativley and voyeuristically), and punishing the 
wayward fatale figure. These themes are central to Brick, which offers pleasure and comfort 
in nostalgia for a period of cinema where men may have been deeply troubled, alienated, and 
unstable but they were able to take control and reaffirm their power.  
Unlike Hard Candy and Stoker, where the fille fatale drives the narrative, Brick is told from 
the perspective of male protagonist Brendan (Joseph Gordon-Levitt). The film opens with a 
flash-forward to him crouching in a stormwater drain near the corpse of his former girlfriend 
Emily (Emilie da Ravin). The narrative then shifts to two days earlier, revealing that Emily is 
in fear of her life and has gone into hiding. In a panicked phone call she discloses some 
jumbled information about her predicament to Brendan, inciting him to play detective in 
order to find out what is going on. With the discovery of her body his investigation turns to a 
murder hunt that directs him to wealthy fille fatale Laura (Nora Zehtner), who is part of an 
exclusive “upper crust” clique, and the shady, violent world of a drug dealer called “The Pin” 
(Lukas Haas), with whom Laura is involved. Brendan does not trust the elusive, manipulative 
Laura despite her claims to be on his side. This wariness proves justified when it is revealed 
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that she not only set Emily up to take the blame for the theft of a brick of heroin from The 
Pin, but she is also the instigator in a series of other destructive events.  
Following the visual and stylistic conventions of traditional film noir, combined with a hard-
boiled mode of narration, Brick evokes nostalgia for the past but with a twist in that it is 
situated in a contemporary Californian high school with an adolescent cast. In a special 
feature interview with writer and director Rian Johnson, he explains that this choice of 
aesthetic and narrative style was carefully considered. Heavily inspired by the work of 
Dashiell Hammett, particularly Red Harvest (1929) and the cinematic adaptation of 
Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon, Johnson sought to create the fragmented, alienated mood 
and feel of noir but to also destabilise audience preconceptions of the style, which is more 
commonly associated with dark alleyways, seedy nightclubs, and cynical anti-hero detectives 
such as Sam Spade, than high schools and Rubik’s Cube playing teenagers. Indeed, Johnson 
likens Brendan to a young Spade whose soul has not yet become “iced over,” bitter, and 
hardened. Like classic noir, Brick frames its female characters in relation to the men that they 
become involved with. With this in mind, I will begin by unpacking male representations in 
the film, which speak as much about paranoia relating to shifting gender dynamics as 
troublesome young women like Laura do. I will then explore the way anxieties about the 
power of girls are situated within the framework of protest masculinity articulated in the 
production.  
Tough guys and “Protest Masculinity” 
Film theorist Megan Abbott describes the classic hard-boiled protagonist (like Spade) as an 
archetypal “tough guy,” a classless, solitary, white heterosexual male who is hard-bitten, 
street savvy, and self-reliant. Without family or close ties he is rootless and very much alone 
amid the chaotic din of the city, navigating his way through threatening, corrupt urban spaces 
and occupying the murky borders between conventional society and the criminal underclass 
(2–3). Themes of alienation and melancholia prevail, along with conflicting currents of 
hyper-masculine identity and fallibility. For Krutnik (99–100) this can manifest in the form of 
psychopathic male assertion on the one hand, as is readily identifiable in the excessively 
violent figure of Mickey Spillane’s series hero Mike Hammer (Studio Television, 1958–59) 
for example, and the masochistic impairment of masculinity on the other, as displayed by 
Walter Neff in Double Indemnity. As such, the hard-boiled anti-hero produces and 
perpetuates cultural crisis fuelled by post-World War II fears about threatened masculinity, 
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capitalism, anti-immigration paranoia, cold war xenophobia, and consumerism (Abbott 2–3; 
Krutnik 100).  
For sociologists such as Connell (109) exaggerated, overly aggressive (psychopathic) 
displays of masculinity function as a way of reclaiming a sense of power and control that has 
been destabilised through the breakdown of gendered differentiation and male identity in 
postmodern Western culture. Connell describes this hyper-macho claim to male domination 
as “protest masculinity,” a term developed from psychoanalyst Alfred Adler’s theory of 
“masculine protest” (Connell 109). For Adler masculine protest stems from anxieties 
(originating in childhood) about being in a position of inferiority, weakness, and 
powerlessness (traits that are also traditionally coded as “feminine”). These fears, generated 
by shifting gender dynamics, are over-compensated for by an emphasis on excessive 
hegemonic maleness (Connell 16).
56
   
Protest masculinity is not unique to North American noir; rather, it is a trend that is central to 
many cinematic texts globally. For example, the British productions Nil By Mouth (Gary 
Oldman, 1997), Snatch (Guy Richie, 2000), and Sexy Beast (Jonathan Glazer, 2000), as well 
as the Austrian film Funny Games (Michael Haneke, 1997) all focus on exaggerated displays 
of male violence and brutality. Butterss identifies protest masculinity as focal in many 
contemporary male centred Australian films including Romper Stomper (Geoffrey Wright, 
1992), Idiot Box (David Caesar, 1996), Blackrock (Steven Vidler, 1997), and The Boys 
(Rowan Woods, 1998). More recent examples are Animal Kingdom (David Michôd, 2010) 
and Justin Kurzel’s Snow Town (2011). In these texts homophobia and violence against 
women feature predominantly, along with other hostile acts including armed robbery, rape, 
and murder, and self-destructive behaviour such as excessive drug use and alcohol 
consumption. According to Butterss (40–6) these powerful and controversial narratives 
focusing on frenzied, showy, exaggerated forms of hegemonic masculinity highlight the way 
it is displaced and used to justify and reaffirm men’s positions of power in patriarchal society. 
As such, films such as these function as a critique of protest masculinity.
57
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 More generally, the breakdown of the time honoured order of female subordination and male domination that 
has gained momentum since the end of World War II is often defined as a crisis of masculinity. Although the 
extent and inclusiveness of this predicament is a much debated topic (as sociologists including Edwards, Arthur 
Brittan, and Buchbinder contend). 
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 A film that reverses “protest masculinity” is Paul Goodman’s 2006 neo-noir Suburban Mayhem. Here 
nineteen-year-old fille fatale Katrina Skinner (Emily Barclay) possesses the frenzied and showy displays of 
defiance characteristic of protest masculinity, aligning her with the phallic, at risk girl (McRobbie “Aftermath” 
146 
 
This way of framing hyper-aggressive manliness also informs many of the male characters in 
Brick. Brendan displays the archetypal characteristics of the hard-boiled investigator. Aside 
from the aid of “Brain” (Matt O’Leary) he is a solitary figure in a cold, alienating 
environment of the high school that he attends.
58
 He is not part of any clique, instead 
choosing to eat lunch alone “hating everybody” and is certainly not wealthy or popular 
enough to be part of the “upper crust.” His attempts to infiltrate The Pin’s inner circle are met 
with a series of excessively brutal encounters that leave him chronically ill with internal 
bleeding (although he is not averse to dishing out violence himself either). The world he finds 
himself in is filled with unusual characters like The Pin: A strange, frail, physically deformed 
figure whose mother dotes over him like a traditional 1950s housewife, plying him and his 
gang with milk, juice, and cookies. At the other end of the spectrum are disproportionately 
macho thugs, most notable of which is The Pin’s out-of-control sidekick Tug (Noah Fleiss).  
Just as films such as Romper Stomper function as a critique of protest masculinity, so too 
does this mode of representation inform the way Tug is presented, along with other 
hyperbolically masculine characters that appear in both classic and contemporary film noir 
such as Moose Malloy (Mike Mazurki) in Murder, My Sweet and Marv (Mickey Rourke) in 
Sin City. In relation to Tug, physical violence functions as a substitute for verbal 
communication on almost every occasion, although the reassertion of hegemonic maleness is 
perhaps most pronounced in the scene where he beats the “weak” (essentially feminised) Pin 
to death with his bare fists shortly after declaring that he is not going to play lapdog to a 
cripple any more. On other occasions Tug acts out protest masculinity when he brutally 
murders Emily and later Dode (Noah Segan), a drug addict who is in love with Emily and 
who inadvertently threatens to expose Tug’s involvement in her death.  
Victims, Vamps, and Fatales 
Brick features three central girl characters. Firstly there is the victim Emily, who is framed in 
conventional feminine terms, occupying a passive, vulnerable position. Both Brendan and 
Dode feel chivalrously compelled to try and protect her from harm and while she is exposed 
to Laura’s manipulation it is male violence that she ultimately becomes victim to after telling 
Tug that she is carrying his child (although it could be Tug’s, Dode’s, or Brendan’s). In death 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
25; Harris “Future Girl” 23). In contrast, the male characters are passive, ineffectual, and neurotic, expressing 
instead masochistic anxieties about shifting gender roles in Western society. 
58
 The high school is consistently situated as a place of isolation and often horror as it is in many of the films 
discussed earlier in this Chapter including Carrie, Ginger Snaps, Jennifer’s Body, and Stoker. 
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she is a forlorn figure, dumped face down in the culvert like a rag doll that has fallen out of a 
child’s pram. The second female is “drama vamp” Kara (Megan Good), so called because she 
spends her time in the drama department. Kara is stylised in a fashion reminiscent of Marlene 
Dietrich’s famous characters of the 1930s like “Shanghai Lily.” She has a penchant for 
feather boas, tutus, and theatrical makeup, and has a succession of freshman boys acting as 
her minions, eagerly obeying her every demand. She is also a devious, greedy, small time 
drug dealer whose desire for money inadvertently leads to Dode’s murder (she cons him into 
demanding payment from The Pin in exchange for information on Emily’s death, not 
realising that it is Tug who killed her). Although she escapes any kind of formal retribution, 
Brendan confronts and publicly humiliates her.  
The third and central girl figure is fatale Laura. Visually she is framed like the spider women 
of the 1940s and 1950s. While she wears modern attire such as jeans, often she is costumed 
in stylish period coats, dresses, and heels in a very similar manner to her classic predecessors. 
Like the classic fatale she is visually appealing, but the power of her sexuality is implied, as 
such she is not overtly eroticised. She also drives a vintage convertible car and parades an 
omnipresent cigarette — a staple femme fatale motif as well as being an object that ultimately 
cements her involvement in Emily’s demise. 
 
Figure 20: Deadly girl Laura (Nora Zehetner) is fashioned in a style reminiscent of the 1940s–1950s fatale 
 (Brick, Johnson, 2005). 
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Not only is Laura physically stylised like the classic femme fatale, she also behaves in a 
comparable fashion. Just as Veda in Mildred Pierce is, for the most part, wise beyond her 
years, presenting for all intense purposes as a juvenile version of the adult fatale, Laura is 
shown as very mature. She is a skilled manipulator who is incredibly cool and calculating at 
all times. Even when faced with the fact that her scheming has been unearthed by Brendan 
and that he has reported all her crimes including the theft of a second brick of heroin (which 
she has stashed in her locker) to the school authorities she remains calm and detached.  
Although she does not rely on childishness as a masquerade in the way characters like Lolita, 
or alternately Hayley in Hard Candy do, she does deploy her femininity and sexuality as a 
masquerade. Through this charade she is able to avoid suspicion from The Pin in relation to 
the stolen heroin and while she does not fool Brendan she actively pursues and physically 
seduces him. 
 
In this sense Laura is situated very much like Brigid O’Shaughnessy (Mary Astor) in The 
Maltese Falcon. Despite the fact that Spade becomes involved with Brigid he is never in any 
real danger of being overwhelmed by desire for her, she never poses any actual threat to his 
rationality or control (Krutnik 96). Though much of this has to do with Spade’s 
invulnerability and self-assuredness, Krutnik (96–7) argues that Mary Astor’s “maturity” 
when she starred in The Maltese Falcon never quite allowed her to be the object of full erotic 
contemplation (she was aged thirty-five at the time, considerably older than the fatales in 
later films such as The Killers for example). Despite the fact that this example does not fully 
relate to Laura given that she is physically youthful, her emotional maturity and 
inaccessibility due to class and clique differences creates enough of a barrier for Brendan to 
remain emotionally detached and critical in her presence. Therefore, like Spade, Brendan is 
attracted to the fatal woman but the social and psychical space between them serves to diffuse 
her power to the extent that she is never really a menace to him. Her lack of any true threat is 
further enforced by her ultimate punishment, just as Brigid is caught out and reprimanded.  
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Conclusion 
 
Each of the three films examined in this chapter articulate anxieties about gender 
destabilisation and the increasing power and centrality of girls in contemporary Western 
culture. Brick aligns adolescence with classic film noir that, while functioning as an 
expression of fears about threatened masculinity, also offers assurance and reclamation of 
patriarchal control. This is achieved through the sadistic reinforcement of traditional 
structures of male domination and female submission where hegemonic hyper-masculinity is 
used to reaffirm male power and the anti-hero takes control of the “guilty” female, 
interrogating and punishing her. On the other hand Hard Candy and Stoker express paranoia 
about the authority of girls masochistically. In Hard Candy Hayley is an all-powerful, active, 
castrating rape avenging final girl who not only takes on the big-bad-wolf single handed but 
actively hunts him down and faces him on her own terms. As such Hayley revalidates the 
strength of femininity without diffusing it, embracing the do-it-yourself ethos of “grrrl 
postfeminism” (Holmlund “Postfeminism” 116). The implication being that adolescent girls 
are unstoppable and that their potential knows no bounds. On the other hand, this self-
affirming, individualistic stance against male violence also sits in opposition to feminist ideas 
of collectivist action. As such Hard Candy revalidates the dominant perception that feminism 
is a thing of the past and that girls have achieved all the power they need and more (Taft 72).  
 
Similarly, the power of the girl is shown to be insurmountable in Stoker. Like Hayley, India 
is an active and predatory hunter, although she is motivated purely by sadistic pleasure rather 
than any sense of social righteousness. Just as the vampire’s transformation from human to 
beast is aligned with horror and empowerment so too is India’s maturity from girlhood into 
womanhood marked as a transitionary phase through which she reaches her full potential as a 
murdering spider woman. Importantly, it is her uncle and substitute father who facilitate this 
change, helping India actualise her inherited psychopathy. As such the film articulates fears 
about the breakdown of traditional familial structures and potential consequences of 
inappropriate paternal guidance and protection. Not only do Hayley and India directly and 
successfully usurp male domination, patriarchal anxiety generated by the filles fatales in 
these films is not undercut by positioning them as objects for erotic contemplation, as is the 
case for the vast majority of 1990s incarnations of the deadly girl (this is true for Laura also). 
Crucially, unlike classic and premillennial noirs featuring filles and femmes fatales (The Last 
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Seduction aside), Hayley and India are the focus of the narrative. Both Hard Candy and 
Stoker adopt the point-of-view of the deadly girl. What is more, Stoker goes a step further by 
affording the spectator access to India’s subjectivity via voice-over narration. This is 
something that is unique in terms of character identification in noir, thus marking an 
important break from cinematic convention.
59
 The newly found agency of these figures, 
coupled with their close alignment with horror, suggests a notable intensification of fears 
about the potential of adolescent girls in contemporary Western culture. This is further 
compounded by the fact that increasingly the fille fatale is found in the same text as the 
deadly male, often posing a very real threat to this ominous character as my analysis of 
Stoker and the upcoming examination of Mr Brook reveals.  
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 As discussed in Chapter Three, Chloé features a scene involving voice-over dialogue of the femme fatale but 
she is not the narrative subject of the film, Catherine is. 
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Chapter Five: Duplicity, Desire, and the Deadly Male 
Introduction 
To date, in film noir scholarship, lethal sexuality has been aligned with the feminine in the 
form of the deadly woman and girl; however, the male counterpart is also a popular and 
prevalent figure in both classic noir and neo-noir. Like his wicked sister he is captivating and 
alluring but at the same time he is dangerous and destructive. As Spicer asserts, the homme 
fatal is an “exciting mixture of cunning, cool calculation, manipulative charm, and deep 
rooted sexual sadism” (89). However, while the fatal man is a recognised figure in noir, very 
little analysis of the character, particularly from a socio-cultural perspective, has been done. 
The aim of this chapter is to contextualise the homme fatal within a socio-cultural framework 
and determine how he sits in relation to dominant postfeminist discourse. I will do this by 
engaging with the research questions: If the fatale figure is symbolic of patriarchal fears 
about feminism, what anxieties does the male version give expression to? And how does the 
fatal man fit with postfeminist discourse?  
These questions will be addressed through an analysis of the neo-noir thrillers Taking Lives, 
Mr. Brooks, and In the Cut. I argue that, whereas these films vary dramatically from each 
other in terms of their audio-visual style and narrative structure, they all draw on the tradition 
of the Gothic, in one form or another, in order to articulate gender-based anxieties. In each 
case, I maintain that the homme fatal is representative of the fear of patriarchy in decline, 
although this is articulated in different ways in each case. However, while Taking Lives and 
Mr. Brooks endorse postfeminist rhetoric and the contradictions and tensions that go with it, 
In the Cut — a film that is not only written and directed by women but produced by them 
(Laurie Parker and Nicole Kidman) — actively engages with feminist theory, manipulating 
and challenging conventional modes of viewing, narrative structures, and prevailing 
postfeminist discourses in such a way that it functions as a backlash against postfeminism. 
This chapter begins by providing a historical overview of the homme fatal with the aim of 
establishing the character’s origins in late eighteenth century Gothic literature. I will then 
trace the development of the figure through various cinematic cycles beginning with the 
Gothic women’s film, followed by what I term the female investigator noir due to the focus 
on active assertive women who hunt down and expose deadly men. The objective of 
analysing these noir subgenres is to identify the types of audiences they were targeted at, the 
152 
 
way they interact with the socio-cultural climate of their creation, and the kinds of underlying 
discourses articulated by them. My attention to the homme fatal necessitates the 
reconsideration of the parameters of these film cycles slightly to include texts that fit with all 
the stylistic conventions but that have been overlooked to date. These include Stranger on the 
Third Floor, Robert Wise’s The House on Telegraph Hill (1951), and David Miller’s Sudden 
Fear (1952).  
The Gothic women’s film and the female investigator noir are significant in that they form 
the basis for the 1980s–1990s women’s psychothriller, which draws on the narrative and 
stylistic conventions of both these classic categories of noir. I will explore this mode of 
narrative next with the aim of establishing the stylistic foundation of the films investigated in 
this chapter and to determine how the women’s psychothriller of this era fits with dominant 
postfeminist discourse, which was emerging around the same time. With this in mind I will 
explore the 1980s–1990s psychothriller with particular focus on the work of Barton who 
investigates the way conventionally gendered traits, actions and associations are inverted in 
this mode of film. Once I have contextualised past representations of the homme fatal I will 
analyse Taking Lives, a text with a narrative structure that fits closely with the conventions of 
the premillennial women’s psychothriller. Following this, the chapter will then examine Mr. 
Brooks. As part of my analysis of Mr. Brooks I will also discuss The Killer Inside Me, a film 
that, like Mr. Brooks inverts the conventions of the Gothic women’s film by focusing on the 
subjective experiences of the fatal man. Finally I will explore In the Cut.  
The Homme Fatal and the Gothic 
“His character was dreadfully vicious, for that the possession of irresistible powers of 
seduction, rendered his licentious habits more dangerous to society” (Polidori 37). 
 
Just as Le Fanu’s Gothic novella Carmilla is influential in the development of the femme 
fatale (as has been established in Chapter Three), so too can prototypes of the deadly man be 
found in Gothic literature, which emerged in 1764 with Horace Walpole’s The Castle of 
Otranto (Meehan 115), and was followed by the works of writers including M. G. Lewis, 
Ann Radcliffe, Mary Shelley, John Polidori, Bram Stoker, and Le Fanu. Radcliffe’s novels, 
particularly The Mysteries of Udolpho are significant in that they are considered a template 
for the Gothic women’s film, as I will examine shortly. Her narratives also feature dark, 
disturbing men that are among the earliest archetypes of the homme fatal. The cruel swindler 
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Montoni in The Mysteries of Udolpho in particular aligns with the cinematic fatal man in that 
he lies to gain the confidence of a wealthy woman whose fortune he covets. However, it is in 
Polidori’s aristocratic blood sucking antagonist Lord Ruthven, in his 1819 novella The 
Vampyre: A Tale, that a more developed precursor to the homme fatal of film noir can be 
found. Travelling from town to town maliciously ruining the fortunes of men at the gambling 
table and seducing virtuous women before glutting himself on their blood, Ruthven is 
compelling and desirable yet simultaneously disconcerting and his alluring veneer masks a 
dark side that is dangerous and deeply sadistic. It is this serpentine ability to masquerade as 
one thing but to be something else entirely that captures the essence of the deadly man of film 
noir.60  
While the fatal man can be found in early cinematic texts, as explored in Chapter One, it is 
not until the emergence of the Gothic women’s thriller (of which he is an essential 
component) that the homme fatal appears in a form that aligns him with the femme and fille 
fatale. Drawing on Radcliff’s novels as a basis, these films explore the subjective experiences 
of women terrorised by their husbands. Rebecca, Suspicion (a variation of Anthony Cox’s 
1932 book Before the Fact), Dragonwyck, Gaslight, Experiment Perilous, My Name is Julia 
Ross, Vincente Minnelli’s Undercurrent (1946), Robert Siodmak’s The Spiral Staircase 
(1945), Peter Godfrey’s The Two Mrs Carrolls (1947), and Fritz Lang’s Secret Beyond the 
Door (1947) all follow a similar plot structure focusing on a gullible woman who rushes into 
marriage to a virtual stranger only to discover that he is not what he seems. 
61
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Ruthven is considered to be one of the first literary examples of the vampire as it is recognised in popular 
culture today, functioning as a forerunner to subsequent vampire narratives (Beresford 116), the most famous of 
which being Stoker’s Dracula. Ruthven is widely believed to have been based on the poet Lord Byron, whom 
Polidori had a close and turbulent relationship with as his personal physician. Byron’s scandalous affairs and 
brooding personality earned him a reputation as being “mad, bad, and dangerous to know” (Meehan 115), 
making him a real life homme fatal of sorts. However, while Byron himself is linked to the “Ruthvenesque” 
male, Byron’s fictional characters, such as Don Juan, are quite different from the villain of Gothic horror. 
Physically both are attractive and charismatic, but whereas the antagonists in the works of Polidori and Stoker 
have no qualms about violating the rules of society, the Byronic male is partially sympathetic in that he has the 
ability to feel romantic love, a characteristic that mitigates his other crimes (Thorslev 53–5). As he manifests in 
film, the homme fatal is rarely “Byronic,” although an exception to this statement is the character Maxim de 
Winter (Laurance Olivier) in Hitchcock’s Rebecca, who turns out to not quite be the villain he is initially framed 
as but rather a tormented, self-loathing “Byroneqsue” casualty of his manipulative, adulterous dead wife. 
Another exception is the 1988 neo-noir thriller Masquerade directed by Bob Swaim where the fatal man, 
although originally involved in a plot to marry a wealthy young woman and then murder her, ends up falling in 
love with her, removing his name from her will, and then saving her life at the expense of his own. 
61
 Another noir that draws on the conventions of the Gothic in terms of risky marriages to strangers is Orson 
Welles’ The Stranger (1946), although this film differs from the Gothic in that it is played out from the 
perspective of a male detective rather than the terrorised wife.  
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Although the general consensus is that the Gothic women’s film is strictly delimited to the 
1940s (see Doane “Desire” 124 and Waldman 29), I argue that The House on Telegraph Hill 
and Sudden Fear also form part of the cycle. As with Gothic thrillers from the 1940s, both 
films have a distinctly noir aesthetic, are played out from a female perspective (including the 
use of voice-over narration as is often the case in 1940s Gothic too), and focus on the 
protagonist’s emotional turmoil as her sense of self and her interpretation of the events 
unfolding around her are challenged after she finds herself the victim of a cunning, 
manipulative fatal man. In the high tension thriller Sudden Fear, wealthy heiress and 
playwright Myra Hudson (Joan Crawford) weds brooding actor Lester Blaine (Jack Palance) 
following a brief and intense courtship. The besotted Myra believes that she has found true 
love until she is privy to a conversation between Lester and his lover revealing that they are 
plotting to murder her for her money. The House on Telegraph Hill centres on the 
experiences of a concentration camp survivor who adopts the identity of her dead friend in 
order to start a new life in America, and in the process, rushes into a marriage to a man she 
barely knows. After some disconcerting incidents (such as brake failure in her car) she begins 
to realise that he is trying to murder her.   
While the Gothic women’s thriller focuses on female subjectivity, film theorist Diane 
Waldman (33) argues that in texts emerging early on in the cycle, notably Rebecca and 
Suspicion, the heroine’s perceptions and interpretations are invalidated by the male character 
who must “correct” her false impressions, establishing that she is indeed paranoid (thus 
enforcing gender biases that associate masculinity with stability and femininity with 
instability). In Rebecca the unnamed female protagonist (played by Joan Fontaine) becomes 
convinced that Maxim is still in love with his beautiful dead wife Rebecca, a belief supported 
by the vindictive taunting of one of the servants and Maxim’s explosive mood changes; 
however, she is proved wrong when he confesses that he actually despised Rebecca. 
Suspicion maintains suspense by attaching ambiguity to Johnny’s behaviour leaving the 
viewer unsure whether he really poisoned Lina’s milk or intended to shove her out of the fast 
moving car until the very end when he provides an alternative explanation for his behaviour 
that renders her point-of-view false, causing Lina to blame herself for her distrust (Waldman 
33).62 However, as Waldman (36) contends, there is a shift in the narrative structure of Gothic 
women’s films emerging around the mid-1940s. Here the heroine’s suspicions are confirmed, 
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 It is worth noting that this ending sits in stark contrast to the novel (and purportedly Hitchcock’s preferred 
ending) where Lina’s suspicions are confirmed when she willingly drinks the glass of poisoned milk given to 
her by Johnny. 
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although the validation of her fear relies on substantiation from an external male source 
(typically from a man who falls in love with her and takes on an investigatory role on her 
behalf). In Gaslight it is a detective who corroborates Paula’s anxiety, in Experiment Perilous 
it is a psychiatrist who comes to the rescue; likewise, in Dragonwyck a doctor confirms the 
heroine’s trepidations that her husband is plotting to murder her.  
I take Waldman’s observations a step further and argue that in The House on Telegraph Hill 
and Sudden Fear the heroine not only actively confirms her suspicions herself but she 
outsmarts her dastardly husband, successfully beating him at his own game without the 
intervention of a male hero. In The House on Telegraph Hill Victoria (Valentina Cortese) 
collects evidence establishing Alan (Richard Basehart) as a murderer, but before she can go 
for help he forces her to drink a glass of orange juice, which he then reveals is laced with 
tranquilisers. Unbeknownst to him, Victoria has outsmarted him by swapping her glass for 
his beforehand and he has in fact drunk the lethal concoction. In Sudden Fear once Myra 
overcomes the shock of discovering that her husband is not only having an affair but is also 
planning to murder her, she formulates a detailed scheme of revenge that will see him dead 
and his lover framed for his murder. While things do not go quite to plan, both Lester and his 
girlfriend perish (at the hands of Lester), leaving Myra to walk away guilt free and victorious. 
A later film that borrows from the conventions of the Gothic thriller and also features a 
strong, self-determining heroine who singlehandedly takes on a serial wife killer is Charles 
Laughton’s The Night of the Hunter (1955).  
Just as film noir proper is the product of the socio-cultural climate of its creation, so too does 
the Gothic women’s thriller articulate themes that were of particular resonance to targeted 
female audience members.63 As explored in Chapter One, the 1940s was an era of 
considerable social upheaval, especially in the political and domestic realm. The early war 
period was marked by a boom in hasty marriages and the redefinition of prescribed sex roles 
as (chiefly middle-class) women entered the labour market for the first time. According to 
Waldman (31) these shifts give the “marrying a stranger” motif specific historical resonance. 
Here the Gothic women’s film operates as a cautionary tale against love at first sight and 
domestic isolation. Conversely, the post-war period was defined by a different range of 
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 As Tay (265) argues, with many men away on the battlefield and more women entering the labour force, 
studios anticipated a considerably larger female movie going population, hence the burgeoning popularity of 
films aimed at women. This is perhaps also reflected in the higher production values of Gothic thrillers that 
targeted the female market. For example Gaslight had a budget of over two million, whereas Double Indemnity 
cost less than one million to make, and although renowned for being particularly low budget, Detour is 
estimated to have only cost one hundred and seventeen thousand in the end (Isenberg 77). 
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anxieties and frustrations as men returned from the armed services to reappropriate their jobs 
and take control of their families, and women were re-routed back to the home (or to the 
lower paid positions that they held before the conflict) giving rise to housewife dissatisfaction 
and shifting attitudes towards domesticity. This was coupled with extraordinarily high 
divorce rates (Pavalko and Elder 1215) and changing mind-sets towards sex and birth control. 
In the context of the socio-cultural dynamics emerging after the war, Modleski (“Loving” 12) 
argues that the Gothic thriller can be seen as an expression of women’s fears about intimacy 
and about losing their unprecedented freedoms as they are forced back into the domestic 
sphere. This accounts for the fact that in all Gothic women’s films the home is a place filled 
with menace and fear (Modleski “Loving” 12).  
Adding to Waldman and Modleski’s arguments, the socio-cultural dynamics influencing the 
Gothic women’s film can be further expanded if, as I maintain, Sudden Fear and The House 
on Telegraph Hill are included in the cycle. I contend that shifts in the way the heroine is 
framed, from having her subjectivity undermined in early texts such as Rebecca to her 
progression into a self-inventive figure in 1950s narratives, reflects actual social shifts during 
the war era where women were called upon to be increasingly self-reliant. However, despite 
the increasing assertiveness of the Gothic heroine over time, films such as Sudden Fear also 
come with a warning that financial independence may come at the expense of emotional 
fulfilment, leaving one vulnerable to the likes of Lester. As Myra explains (before she is 
aware of Lester’s true nature), she has been rich all her life, but it was not enough. Instead it 
was not until she fell in love that she felt completely content. Notably, it is not only in Gothic 
films such as Sudden Fear that women are situated as active, independent minded, and 
resourceful. Within classic film noir the female investigator also fits with this framework.  
Female Investigator Noir 
Just as the Gothic women’s film functions as a precursor to the women’s psychothriller, so 
too does the female investigator noir form a vital template for these neo-noir productions. 
Emerging in conjunction with conventional film noir with its interrogatory men and fatal 
women, this mode of noir locates women as active investigators who seek to restore order. 
As Cowie (133) argues in her examination of the roles of women in film noir, while these 
“working girl” heroines are hardly Phillip Marlowe (for a start they tend to work with the 
approval of a formal male detective), they are nonetheless intelligent and resourceful, and 
central to the narrative. Like the Gothic thriller, the female investigator noir is often, although 
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not necessarily (Stranger on the Third Floor being an exception), played out from the 
woman’s perspective. However, the homme fatal is never a love interest (although this 
changes in the women’s psychothrillers that emerge in the 1980s, as I will examine later in 
the chapter), and for the most part his identity remains elusive until the end of the narrative. 
Instead the focus of the heroine’s desire is the man who has been falsely accused of the 
deadly male’s crimes, an attraction that underlies her compulsion to prove his innocence. One 
of the first films noir to feature a female investigator is Stranger on the Third Floor. Here 
reporter Michael Ward (John McGuire) is wrongly arrested for the murder of his trouble 
making neighbour and it is left to his fiancée Jane (Margaret Tallichet) to save him from state 
execution by hunting down the real killer, a deranged maniac reminiscent of Mr Hyde played 
by Peter Lorre. What is significant about Stranger on the Third Floor is that despite the film 
bearing all the stylistic markers of noir including nightmare scenarios, voice-over narration, 
chiaroscuro lighting, expressionist camera angles, dream sequences, and dark urban settings, 
for the majority critics it sits outside the parameters of what is officially regarded as the 
classic noir era — although there are some exceptions to this statement with theorists such as 
Robert Porfirio (78) and Bould (3) describing Stranger on the Third Floor as the first film 
noir of the classic cycle. This introduces the question of why, for the most part, it has been 
overlooked. I contend that one explanation is that to date, noir scholarship has 
overwhelmingly focused on films featuring a femme fatale. This has led to the popular 
assumption that the figure is intrinsic to the style. For example, film theorists Helen Hanson 
and Catherine O’Rawe argue that “in order to qualify as a noir, the femme is indispensable” 
(2). By expanding research on the fatale figure to include the deadly man and the female 
investigator who establishes his guilt, my research necessitates the rethinking of the stock 
characters and temporal parameters of film noir.   
Later films to feature female investigators include Phantom Lady, where Carol Richman (Ella 
Raines) takes on an active role of investigator so as to exonerate her boss (whom she is 
secretly in love with), after he is wrongly accused of murdering his wife. In Spellbound, 
psychoanalyst Dr Peterson (Ingrid Bergman) uses her therapeutic skills to unlock the truth 
about a man she is in love with in order to absolve him from a murder charge. Lured focuses 
on a smart, savvy taxi dancer (played by Lucille Ball) who is employed by Scotland Yard to 
track down a serial killer after her friend is slain by him. In the process she falls in love with 
a man who becomes a prime suspect, but like Phantom Lady she uncovers the true murderer 
to be his close associate. Other films noir to feature savvy investigatory women include Lady 
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on a Train, Black Angel, High Wall (Curtis Bernhardt, 1947), I Wouldn’t Be in Your Shoes 
(William Nigh, 1948), and Woman on the Run (Norman Foster, 1950).
64
 But while these 
films all situate the investigating woman as active and central, it is the wrongly accused 
male’s subjectivity that is often explored. For example, in Stranger on the Third Floor, the 
voice-over narration and dream sequences are from Michael’s perspective. Similarly, 
Spellbound is well known for its use of an elaborate dream sequence (designed by Salvador 
Dali) in order to explore John Ballantine’s (Gregory Peck) subjective experiences. 
A film that is a blend of female investigator noir and Gothic thriller is Shadow of a Doubt. As 
is consistent with the Gothic mode Charlie transforms the home into a place of terror, 
targeting his niece after she becomes suspicious about his dark secret and takes it upon 
herself to actively investigate him (with the collusion of a detective who becomes her love 
interest). This melding of the female investigator noir with the Gothic women’s film, later 
forms the basis of the neo-noir women’s psychothriller, which became popular in the late 
1980s.  
The 1980s and 1990s Women’s Psychothriller 
In summary, the 1940s–1950s saw the emergence of two subgenre’s of film noir. The first is 
the Gothic thriller, which consistently locates the home as a place of menace and centres on 
the experiences of a woman terrorised by her dark, malicious husband. The second is the 
female investigator film that depicts a smart, resourceful woman tracking down an unknown 
assailant, usually on behalf of a love interest or friend. The Women’s psychothriller (or as 
film and gender theorist Monica Soare [88] describes the subgenre — the women-in-peril-
thriller) is infused with the narrative and stylistic conventions of both these categories of noir 
and is inarguably the most dominant style of film of the 1980s–1990s to feature a homme 
fatal.65  
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 The female investigator noir also functions as a precursor to the postmillennial neo-noir television series 
Veronica Mars (Rob Thomas 2004–2007) and the recent 2014 film of the same title, directed by Rob Thomas. 
Here teenager Veronica (Kirsten Bell) works as an assistant private investigator at her father’s detective agency. 
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 However, it is important to note that this is not the only mode of neo-noir that the deadly man appears in. 
Cruising, Bad Influence, The Talented Mr. Ripley, and Internal Affairs are all examples of films featuring 
hommes fatales as antagonists but do not fit with the women’s psychothriller mould. Rather than singling out 
women as their prey, the fatal men in these films either target men, or are non-gender specific in their choice of 
victim. The people investigating them are not female either, although the partner of the primary investigator in 
Internal Affairs is female. The Killer Inside Me (a film that I will discuss later in this Chapter) also follows these 
conventions.  
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Conventions of the Women’s Psychothriller 
Narratives that fall under the category of the women’s psychothriller include Richard 
Marquand’s Jagged Edge (1985), Masquerade, Kathryn Bigelow’s Blue Steel (1989), Pacific 
Heights, Dearden’s A Kiss Before Dying, The Silence of the Lambs, and Sidney Lumet’s 
Guilty as Sin (1993). Like the heroines in movies such as Stranger on the Third Floor and 
Phantom Lady the protagonists in these films assume an active investigatory role in the 
perusal of the deadly man. Sometimes, as in 1940s noir, she does this unofficially and on her 
own initiative. Pacific Heights, A Kiss Before Dying, and The Stepfather are examples of this. 
But more often than not she is formally involved in law enforcement of some form, whether 
that be as a police officer (Blue Steel), an FBI agent (The Silence of the Lambs), or a criminal 
lawyer (Jagged Edge, Guilty as Sin). 
The women’s psychothriller is connected to the tradition of the Gothic in that it draws on the 
conventions of horror. Strong similarities between it and slasher films can be seen with the 
heroine making active choices and out-smarting the deadly man every step of the way just as 
the final girl of slasher horror does (Clover 35–42). However, unlike horror proper, where the 
spectator’s perceptual alignment is predominantly from the killer’s perspective in order to 
intensify apprehension or conceal the identity of the murderer (Smith 41), the woman’s 
psychothriller aligns the audience with the stalked woman. Often the camera is situated in 
line with the heroine’s point-of-view (particularly in moments of high tension), clues are 
revealed to the audience as she finds them, and at times her inner thoughts and experiences 
are revealed. For example, in The Silence of the Lambs, Clarice Starling’s (Jodi Foster) often 
painful childhood memories are exposed using flashback sequences. This latter feature marks 
a notable shift from the female investigator film of the classic noir era. Other distinct shifts 
also emerge, particularly in relation to the home and the heroine’s relationship to the homme 
fatal.  
Places, Spaces, and Anxiety 
Though the heroine quite regularly becomes intimately involved with the fatal man (albeit 
briefly in some cases) for the most part, with the exception of Masquerade and A Kiss Before 
Dying, she does not marry him (as is the standard trope for Gothic women’s films). This 
presents a shift away from the domestic sphere as a location of danger, positioning menace in 
the public realm instead. For example, in Blue Steel Megan Turner (Jamie Lee Curtis) 
inadvertently crosses paths with deranged homme fatal Eugene Hunt (Ron Silver) while on 
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duty and in the middle of a shoot-out. The high profile defence attorney heroines in both 
Jagged Edge and Guilty as Sin are employed to represent deadly men who are accused of 
murdering their wives, and in The Silence of the Lambs Clarice Starling (Jodie Foster) meets 
homme fatal Hannibal Lecter (Anthony Hopkins) during the course of investigating the serial 
killer “Buffalo Bill,” who kidnaps women, flaying their bodies in order to fashion a female 
suit for himself.  
If, as is argued earlier in this chapter, classic Gothic thrillers articulate anxieties about 
domesticity and the associated senses of powerless and isolation that can come with being a 
dependent housewife married to the wrong man, then this shift from the home to the 
workplace as a site of potential danger indicates that opposite dynamics are operating in neo-
noir. As has been established earlier in this thesis, underlying dominant postfeminist 
discourse is a desire to undermine many of the gains of feminism and to restabilise traditional 
gender order. One way this is played out is through a focus on themes of retreatism. In the 
chick flick genre this is articulated through narratives that focus on women choosing to give 
up high profile, fast paced careers in favour of “more fulfilling” domestically centred 
lifestyles (see Negra 15–46). In premillennial neo-noir, women who allocate precedence to 
their careers are situated as murderous psychopaths, as the films Basic Instinct and The Last 
Seduction demonstrate. Alternatively, my analysis of the postmillennial noirs Derailed and 
Chloé reveals that although the femmes fatales in these films are slackers, not corporate 
professionals, retreatism is nonetheless articulated by vilifying women whose core values do 
not lie in the prioritisation of family unity. In the context of postfeminist rhetoric that in one 
form or another problematises women’s choices to pursue professional careers, I argue that 
by situating the workplace as a primary point of contact with the fatal man it is intimated that 
the home is perhaps not such a bad place after all. This is particularly poignant in the context 
of the period in which the career-woman-in-peril thriller emerged on screen — a time when, 
as Soare argues, women were entering the workforce and engaging in the male coded public 
world in large numbers (Soare 90).66 Therefore, rather than functioning as an expression of 
women’s concerns, as he does in conventional Gothic film, the fatal man has become a 
device with which to employ postfeminist logic.
67
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 In Jagged Edge, the heroine’s career aspirations are further problematised by depicting her as a divorced 
mother of two struggling to balance work and family life.    
67
 Although, in saying this, the female investigator generally triumphs over the fatal man, who is frequently 
destroyed, and more often than not at her hands. As established throughout the thesis, dichotomies such as this 
are also characteristic of postfeminist logic, which is often as progressive as it is regressive.  
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While the majority of women’s psychothrillers locate public spaces as the realm of the 
homme fatal, it is worth noting that the private sphere is not devoid of fear in all women’s 
psychothrillers. Pacific Heights and The Stepfather (a film that is also discussed in Chapter 
Four in relation to anxieties over loss of patriarchal control) both explicitly situate the home 
as a place of terror after the deadly male moves in and appropriates it. In Pacific Heights 
attempts to remove psychopathic Carter Hayes (Michael Keaton) from Patty Palmer’s 
(Melanie Griffith) recently bought mansion prove harder than eradicating the cockroaches he 
deliberately infests the house with after he moves into (and systematically destroys) one of its 
first floor apartments. Like The Stepfather, Pacific Heights also articulates masculine anxiety 
about the changing function of men in society. Patty occupies the traditionally male role as a 
handyperson expert who is highly skilled in everything from electrical work and plumbing to 
interior design, leaving her boyfriend Drake (Matthew Modine) decidedly inadequate in 
comparison.  His uselessness is further enforced by the fact that he is the one duped by Hayes 
in the first place. However, his response to Hayes is one of aggressive, hyper-masculinity, 
suggesting that rage felt in reaction to a perceived loss of patriarchal control is lurking just 
beneath the surface.     
 
Framing the Fatal Man 
 
The act of interrogation by nature locates the scrutinizing person in the position of looking 
and the scrutinised in the situation of being looked at (or looked into). Predominantly in 
conventional film noir it is the male who investigates and the woman who is investigated. 
Alternatively, in the woman’s psychothriller (as in the female investigator noir) the dynamics 
are reversed and it is the fatal male who is made the subject of the interrogatory gaze. This is 
directly played out in Pacific Heights where Patty is shown standing on the shore watching 
Hayes on board a yacht seducing his next victim (Barton 311). Importantly, this gender based 
shift in the act of looking changes the way characters are framed. In order to examine these 
deviations Barton draws on philosopher Judith Butler’s theory of performativity and her 
contention that gender identity is not necessarily tied to anatomy, rather it is an illusionary 
effect attached to a set of norms about gender based poses, gestures, behaviour, positionings, 
and articulations that are reiterated to such an extent that they form part of one’s core identity 
(Butler “Bodies” xii–xxi; Barton 312). 
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Performativity and masquerade encompass both the masculine and the feminine. As 
examined in Chapters Three and Four, Riviere contends that women can wear excessive 
femininity as a mask, using it to deflect from potentially threatening traits such as intelligence 
(303). Similarly, as gender theorist Paul Hoch observes, hegemonic “macho” masculinity is 
traditionally coded as “authentic,” thus it is often worn as a disguise to avert reprisal for 
behaviours that may be construed as less “manly” (96). However, as Barton argues, 
Hollywood cinema disproportionately emphasises performativity and masquerade in relation 
to femininity, negatively aligning it with duplicity, fragmentation, and instability. Masculinity 
on the other hand is positively framed as being “real” in the sense that it is strong, unified, 
and stable, in short, a more desirable identity category. By reversing the gaze and exposing 
masculine masquerade the heroine (and, importantly, her subjectivity) is instead located as 
authentic (Barton 312). It is through this reversal that other conventionally coded gender 
traits, actions, and associations are also redistributed. Whereas traditionally, the “guilty” 
woman is visually framed in terms of what Mulvey (18) describes as “to-be-looked-at-ness” 
(Scotty’s voyeuristic examination of Madeleine in Vertigo being a famous example), the 
investigator in the woman’s psychothriller is not coded for visual pleasure. By contrast, she 
tends to be costumed quite masculinely or conservatively, speaks and acts in a less feminine 
manner, and is sometimes given male names such as Teddy (in Jagged Edge). Further, by 
centring on the experiences of women, the heroines are not situated as an enigma whose 
female performance mandates male investigation (Barton 312).68  
Rather, the homme fatal is often transformed into a sexual spectacle; the buff, highly stylised 
Tim Whalen (Rob Lowe) in Masquerade being one example. Moreover, it is the homme fatal 
who is framed as duplicitous, fragmented, and unknowable. Jame Gumb (Ted Levine) in The 
Silence of the Lambs is a particularly exaggerated example of this. Based on a culmination of 
several real life serial killers including Edward Gein, who among other things made clothing 
and masks from the skin of his female victims, Ted Bundy who feigned injury in order to lure 
prey to his vehicle, and Gary Heidnik who kept women as sex slaves in his cellar, Gumb is, 
as Barton (315) argues, not exactly gay, not quite transvestite, and not yet a transsexual. 
Instead he is split and obscure. Gumb wants to become a woman, to be castrated like one, but 
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 Doane (“Desire to Desire” 129) contends, that women in classic Gothic thrillers of the 1940s and1950s are not 
made the subject of the erotic gaze in so much as scopophilic energy is deflected in other directions and 
transformed into narrative paranoia where seeing is now invested with fear, anxiety, and horror. While paranoia 
still involves an adoption of the feminine position it none the less demonstrates a precursory shift away from 
voyeuristic interrogation that has been expanded upon in neo-noir.  
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the actuality of a sex change eludes him because he is mentally unstable.69 However, as 
explored in Chapter Two, the male desire to adopt a feminine role may denote a wish to be 
female, but it would be a mistake to assume that envy negates the dread generated by 
castration anxiety. More accurately, it is possible to be both begrudging and fearful of 
feminism (Modleski “Feminism” 78). This dichotomy is expressed by Gumb, who wants to 
be a woman but treats them with abhorrence. For Modleski (“Feminism” 90) and Hamad 
(102), the desire to become more like women conversely functions as a way of usurping their 
position in society, functioning as a back handed way of undermining feminism through the 
denial of sex difference and the presumption that equality has been achieved. The desire to 
reappropriate feminist power emerges as a key theme in Taking Lives. 
Taking (Over) Lives and Undermining Feminism 
The location is St. Jovite, Canada, 1983. A pale, awkward looking young man with unkempt 
hair and glasses (played by Paul Dano) hovers uncertainly in front of a bus station ticketing 
booth. Finally, he asks for a ticket to Montreal (although he really just wants to get as far 
away as he can), paying for it from a large wad of cash stuffed into a brown paper envelope. 
On the bus he meets Matt Soulby (Justin Chatwin), a military school runaway who is heading 
to Seattle to “play music.” Outgoing and charismatic, Matt is everything the aloof, reticent 
young man is not, but he is the same height as him, so when the opportunity avails itself, he 
murders Matt and steals his identity. Hence he, Martin Asher, the strange, unsettling teenager 
who is despised and rejected by his mother, and who probably murdered his identical twin 
brother, is officially dead. For the next twenty years Martin follows the same pattern; 
choosing a victim who is solitary or who will not be missed for a while, murdering him and 
living his life. But like a hermit crab, as soon as he outgrows one shell he must find a new 
one, and so he kills again. Unlike Martin Arkenhout in Michael Pye’s 1999 novel Taking 
Lives (on which the film is very loosely based), or Tom Ripley, Asher does not want 
opulence, he simply desires a life different from his own. As Illeana Scott (Angelina Jolie), 
the woman who will become his lover and his nemesis, states: “He can’t stand who he 
actually is, for even a moment.”  
Things begin to go wrong for Asher (now played by Ethan Hawke) when his mother 
recognises him in a crowd and reports the encounter to authorities. Soon after, he is caught in 
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 His desire to be female is emphasised in a scene where tucks his penis up behind his legs in order to create the 
impression that he does not have one.  
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the act of murder, but twists the situation around by pretending to be an innocent passer-by 
who scared off the killer and was trying to resuscitate the victim. It is during questioning 
about this that he meets Illeana, an attractive FBI profiling expert who is assisting the 
Montreal investigators with another of Asher’s murders. Shrewd, intelligent, and highly 
accomplished, Illeana is not easily deceived. However, just as seasoned hard-boiled 
detectives such as Sam Spade become fools for the femme fatale, Asher (who is currently 
masquerading as an art dealer named James Costa) not only convinces Illeana that he is 
indeed a harmless witness, but manages to seduce her, blinding her to the truth about him 
until she is directly confronted by the sight of him crouched over the bloodied corpse of his 
mother in an elevator.  
This inversion of archetypal noir roles that ordinarily place the male investigator at the whim 
of the seductive fatal woman is touched on in a DVD special features interview with the cast 
and crew. Here Ethan Hawke specifically comments that Agent Scott is like the leading man 
and that his character is akin to a femme fatale (Warner Brothers, 2004). This is poignant in 
the context of Barton’s work on the redistribution of conventionally gendered traits, actions, 
and associations in the women’s psychothriller (311): Just as characters like fellow FBI agent 
Clarice Starling are framed as strong, unified, and stable so too is Illeana presented in the 
same manner. Emotionally she is calm, detached, focused, and has a reputation for having 
excellent judgement — all traits that are conventionally aligned with masculinity.70 
Visually, she is coded in a non-objectifying manner. Her costuming is very functional. In the 
majority of the film she is shown wearing black pants, plain (generally black or white) 
business shirts, and low heeled boots. Her make-up and jewellery are simple and minimal, 
her unlacquered nails clipped short, and she carries a plain, unisex briefcase. Further, she is 
not offered as the subject of erotic contemplation through the positioning of the camera. 
Voyeuristic scrutiny relies on distant observation, separating the observer from the observed. 
Here the focus of inspection tends to be framed in long-shot, directing the gaze at the entire 
body of the watched subject, providing the spectator a sense of seeing without being seen 
(again, the relationship between Scotty and Madeleine in Vertigo provide an excellent 
example). Voyeurism creates a dynamic between the viewer and the viewed that is based on 
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 Another noir that features a masculinised female investigator is Philip Kaufman’s Twisted (2004). Inspector 
Jessica Shepard (Ashley Judd) is depicted in a mode typical of male detectives. She is hard-boiled, has a 
drinking problem, and her sex life comprises of frequent one-night-stands. But in keeping with the tradition of 
the Gothic women’s film, she begins to doubt her sanity when her casual lovers start being systematically 
murdered. 
165 
 
distanced objectification. Instead, Illeana is frequently shot in close-up and extreme close-up, 
often with her eyes the centre of focus as she analyses her environment, noting subtle clues 
(this is often matched with a close-up shot of the object, or gesture she is observing). By 
framing her this way, the proximity destabilises voyeurism. Furthermore, it allows for 
personification and identification with the character, providing access and insight into her 
thought processes and importantly, her subjectivity — a central aspect of the women’s 
psychothriller. 
 
Figure 21: Illeana (Angelina Jolie) is frequently framed in close-up and extreme close-up, allowing insight into 
her subjectivity (Taking Lives, Caruso, 2004). 
 
While Illeana is coded as “authentic,” knowable, and identifiable, Martin is the reverse of 
this. Not only does his façade perpetually vary in accordance with the person whose life he 
has taken over, but his core personality is fluid and changeable, shifting continually as cracks 
open and close in his veneer. As such he is multifaceted, fragmented, and unknowable. In one 
breath he can appear vulnerable, sensitive, caring, and very seductive. In the next he is 
throttling someone with a garrotte, smashing their face in, and dismembering them. The scene 
where he murders Matt captures the volatility of his character particularly well. Here he 
transitions from shy, passive geek, to a violent sadist in a matter of seconds as it occurs to 
him that he can become Matt and impulsively shoves him in front of a car. His mood then 
switches to awe as the vehicle veers and flips onto its roof. Next a fleeting glimmer of 
excitement and power washes over Martin’s face when he realises that the driver is dead, 
leaving no witnesses. He then walks over to a crumpled, battered Matt, crouches down and 
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tenderly strokes his hair, whispering to him to “shhhh, be quiet” before picking up a loose 
rock and brutally ending his life.  
Cinematically, the way Martin is framed is reflective of his Jekyll-and-Hyde-like character. 
Frequently he is shot using low-key lighting from a single source (a technique frequently seen 
in the horror genre), creating hard edged shadows that cut across his face, leaving part of it 
starkly illuminated and the other portion enveloped in darkness. This is often coupled with a 
sneering expression, his lips retracted in such a way that were he to have fangs they would be 
exposed. In addition he is often shown leaning forward in a hunched or crouched over 
position; as such the aesthetic similarities between Martin and Gothic monsters such as the 
vampire are unmistakable.   
 
 
Figures 22: Martin Asher (Ethan Hawke) is framed frequently in a sinister vampirish manner (Taking Lives, J.D. 
Caruso, 2004). 
 
 Gender anxiety and the Homme Fatal 
In Taking Lives, fears about shifting gender roles are expressed in a number of different 
ways. Beginning with the most overt, anxieties about feminism are directly articulated via the 
hostile reaction Illeana receives from the all-male investigatory team. As the director tells 
her, “my men think you are a witch.” Detective Parquette (Olivier Martinez) is particularly 
aggressive, cornering Illeana and confronting her with his suspicions about her ”tricks” and at 
one stage physically assaulting her. This antiquated equation of female power with witchcraft 
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is conspicuous in postfeminist discourse, with a plethora of films and television series of 
various genres centring on the subject released since the 1980s. Some recent postmillennial 
examples include American Horror Story: Coven, Witches of East End (Maggie Friedman 
2013–present), Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters (Tommy Wirkola, 2013), Maleficent 
(Robert Stromberg, 2014), and Rob Marshall’s Into the Woods (due for release in December 
2014).  
As discussed previously, another mode through which patriarchal paranoia about feminism is 
conveyed, and one that is directly linked to the homme fatal, involves the unconscious desire 
to identify with and be more like women. Although this can involve the yearning for a sex 
change (as in Gumb’s case) it more commonly emerges in the form of the compulsion to 
usurp the position of women. As Modleski (“Feminism” 77–83) argues with reference the 
comedy Three Men and a Baby, this is often played out through themes that express womb-
envy where male characters convey a desire to be mothers. An example where this is played 
out in the Gothic genre can be found in Neil Jordan’s Interview With the Vampire (1994). 
Here the male vampires Lestat (Tom Cruise) and Louis (Brad Pitt) “create” a daughter 
(eliminating the child’s real mother), enabling them to adopt a maternal role just as the men 
in Three Men and a Baby do. As literary theorists Janice Doane and Devon Hodges suggest 
in their analysis of Ann Rice’s Vampire Chronicles, Interview With the Vampire could have 
been subtitled “Two Men and a Baby” (424).  
 
Even though Martin does not want to become a mother in any sense of the term, Taking Lives 
nonetheless articulates themes of womb-envy and a desire to reclaim patriarchal control. One 
way it does this is through Martin’s displaced attempts to appropriate Illeana’s feminine 
power via his intimate relations with her, drawing broad strokes about their similarities as a 
way of identifying with her. This becomes apparent when considered in the context of 
Martin’s phone call to Illeana shortly after his monstrous identity has been exposed. Here 
Martin not only goes out of his way to accentuate how “powerful” Illeana is, intimating that it 
is something he covets, but he makes a point of telling her that: “cuming inside of you was 
the best moment of my life.” This rather conspicuous statement is preceded with his 
insistence that they are the same and that engaging in sexual intercourse with crime scene 
photos of corpses all around them was something that “an ordinary person does not love as 
much as we did.” This suggests that for Martin, the physical intimacy he shared with Illeana 
functions as a way of cementing the tenuous link they already share with respect to their 
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mutual fascination with death (albeit from dramatically different perspectives). In the context 
of postfeminism’s project to undermine feminism, Martin’s yearnings can be aligned with an 
unconscious desire to usurp and possess female power for himself — taking it over and 
claiming it as his own, like he takes over the identities of the men he murders.  
Martin’s wish to invade Illeana’s body is also aligned with the oral-sadistic phase of 
development where the infant exhibits a desire to penetrate, disembowel and destroy its 
parents (Riviere 309). As explored earlier, performativity and masquerade find their origins 
in this pre-Oedipal period, functioning as a reaction formation designed to conceal feelings of 
hostility (Riviere 311). In Taking Lives, the deep seated hatred lurking underneath Martin’s 
seductive mask finds its origins in his loathing for his mother and his yearning to destroy her, 
along with all her love objects — namely his brother Reece who, in the conspicuous absence 
of an actual paternal figure, serves a double function as both maternal child and emblematic 
father who had a monopoly over all the mother’s attention. This sadistic impulse to penetrate, 
eviscerate, and annihilate is projected onto Illeana once Martin discovers that she is 
“pregnant” with twins (unbeknownst to him Illeana’s gravid womb is actually a prosthetic 
designed to flush him out of hiding). Symbolically she comes to occupy the position of the 
mother, rousing his unresolved infantile impulses, something he acts on by stabbing her in the 
belly with a large pair of scissors. This response is also aligned with the rather obvious 
connotations of womb-envy. In the context of postfeminism, the intended destruction of the 
womb, its contents, and its bearer sits in stark opposition to dominant discourse that places a 
premium on romance, marriage and children (Ingraham 173). But at the same time it aligns 
with male paranoia about patriarchy without power (Sobchack “Child/Alien”14), as is 
articulated in films that focus on maniacal men annihilating their families such as The 
Stepfather and The Shining. 
However, in a final twist, these sadistic desires adopt a masochistic tone in the concluding 
scenes of the film where Illeana reverses Martin’s action of stabbing her by extracting the 
weapon from her prosthesis and fatally penetrating him with it instead, demonstrating that it 
is she who has had the phallic power all along. This demise of the deadly man (via 
penetration) at the hands of the phallic woman is ultimately sadomasochistic. Sadistically 
there is a desire to calm anxieties by commandeering female power and reclaiming 
patriarchal control over it, yet masochistically the male is no match, he is outsmarted, 
outmanoeuvred, and ultimately destroyed by her. This fatalistic expression of masochistic 
defeat is suggestive of patriarchal fears that women have had the power all along and that 
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male domination is (and perhaps always has been) merely an illusion. Mr. Brooks also 
articulates themes central to male envy and postfeminism’s objective to usurp the role of 
women, although the film does this in a very different way to Taking Lives. It is also 
structured very differently to traditional women’s psychothrillers.  
Submerging into the Subjectivity of Mr. Brooks  
Earl Brooks is for all intents and purposes a pillar of the community. He is committed to his 
family, a highly successful business man, philanthropist, and Portland Chamber of Commerce 
“man of the year.” But he also has a secret addiction — a hunger that consumes him. Earl is a 
serial murderer known as the “Thumbprint Killer,” so called because he leaves the bloodied 
thumbprints of his victims (couples that he stalks, shoots, and then poses in indecent sexual 
positions) as a calling card. On the one hand Earl enjoys the euphoria of killing immensely 
but the rational, logical part of his mind tells him that he should stop before he gets caught. 
This creates an internal battle that is played out on screen with the two sides of Earl’s psyche 
portrayed by two different people: Pragmatic Earl and pleasure seeking Marshall (William 
Hurt). After two years of abstinence Earl succumbs to Marshall’s desires and indulges in a 
double murder, but he makes a mistake by not noticing that the couple have the curtains 
pulled wide open when he infiltrates their bedroom. This blunder returns to haunt him when a 
man calling himself Mr Smith (Dane Cook) appears at Earl’s office with photographic 
evidence placing Earl at the crime scene and demanding that he be allowed to accompany 
Earl on his next killing. Earl’s situation is further complicated by the fact that he has an 
extremely competent detective (Tracy Atwood played by Demi Moore) closing in on his trail. 
Additionally, to add another twist to the plot, his daughter arrives home unexpectedly under 
suspicious circumstances, announcing that she has dropped out of college and is pregnant to a 
married man who wants nothing to do with her. But, as Earl soon discovers, she is also 
concealing the much darker truth that she has become a murderer just like her father.  
The Inversion of Subjectivity 
While Mr. Brooks has all the core elements of a women’s psychothriller, it differs 
dramatically from other films of this style in that it does not follow Atwood’s investigation of 
the fatal man from her point-of-view. Instead, her involvement in the narrative is framed 
almost as a sideline. Earl is aware that she is tracking him, but she is a fascination for him 
rather than a threat (as is he, a fascination for her). Both Earl and the audience are well ahead 
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of Atwood in relation to her discovery of clues and she never comes face to face with the 
target of her enquiry. Instead, Mr. Brooks journeys into the world and mind of the homme 
fatal that she is chasing, making the audience privy to the innermost mechanisms of his 
psyche. As this thesis has established, the fatal(e) figure, in its multifarious incarnations, is 
typically shrouded in ambiguity, kept at a narrative distance, and framed as unknowable. 
Because of this the construct has become a popular subject for Freudian psychoanalytic 
interpretation, which, as discussed in Chapter One, is grounded in what Ricoeur describes as 
“the school of suspicion” (32) since it sees conscious thoughts as a façade shrouding the 
darker, more disturbing truths of the unconscious mind. Clinically, buried emotions surface in 
the form of neurotic symptoms that, for Freud, can be understood and alleviated through the 
process of psychoanalysis (“Ego & Id” 358). Following the same principles, film theory has 
an established history of using psychoanalysis as a mode of exploring underlying socio-
cultural fears and anxieties that surface on screen through figures such as the femme fatale, 
fille fatale, and homme fatal.  
As literary theorist Rita Felski argues, part of the appeal of using psychoanalysis as a 
theoretical tool to study underlying cultural discourse is that this mode of analysis allows the 
critical theorist to act as a detective — “solving mysteries, nailing down answers, piecing 
together a coherent narrative, explaining away ambiguity through interpretation of clues” 
(Felski 13). The substantive enjoyment gained from this process is perhaps another reason for 
the popularity of using psychoanalytic theory to unravel the complexities of the noir universe. 
However, what stands out about Mr. Brooks is that the film exhibits a self-reflexive insight 
into Freudian theory, drawing on it in such a way as to subvert the opportunity for a 
conventional psychoanalytic interpretation.  
According to psychoanalytic theory, the psychical mechanism that cuts off unpleasant 
repressed material, blocking it from entering and disrupting the consciousness is the ego. For 
Freud, the ego responds to the external world and is grounded in common sense, control, 
planning, and intellectual rationale (“Ego & Id” 363). However, repressed material can still 
communicate with the ego through the id, the primitive, infantile part of the mind where the 
powerful pleasure principle reigns unrestricted and where immediate satisfaction is all that 
counts, despite the ego’s best attempts to control it (Freud “Ego & Id” 363). In Mr. Brooks, 
Marshall represents Earl’s id. He is like an evil clown, set up in opposition to the controlled, 
methodical, and sensible Earl, whose primary concern is being found out. All Marshal wants 
to do is have “fun.” With pleasure his primary preoccupation, much of the film centres on the 
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various levels of conflict between Earl and Marshall. Sometimes they are like best friends, 
laughing together, united in their pursuit of gratification; at other times, when Earl tries to 
ignore Marshall or control him by attending Alcoholics Anonymous meetings (without 
revealing the nature of his own addiction), it becomes a battle of wills, with Marshall trying 
to undermine, goad, and torment Earl into giving in to his impulses. Visually, the two 
opposing forces of Earl’s psyche are framed as mirrors to each other. Often Marshall is 
shown sitting in the back seat of Earl’s car, his shadowy image captured in the rear view 
mirror. At other times they are shown as reflections of each other through their positioning on 
screen. 
 
Figure 23: Visually Earl (Kevin Costner) and Marshall (William Hurt) are often framed as mirrors to each other, 
signifying the psychical ego/id relationship of the characters (Mr. Brooks, Evans, 2007). 
 
While Mr. Brooks is distinct in the way it exploits popular familiarity with certain aspects of 
Freudian theory such as the ego and the id, it is not the only neo-noir text that centres on the 
subjective experiences of the homme fatal. Dexter immerses its audience into the mind of 
Miami Police blood splatter expert come serial killer Dexter Morgan through the use of 
voice-over narration that reveals Dexter’s innermost thoughts and secret intentions. The 
172 
 
Killer Inside Me takes Freudian insight and the subversion of psychoanalytic interpretation a 
step further.71 Like Dexter, voice-over narration and point-of-view camera shots are used to 
explore the psyche of the fatal man — in this instance a brutal and sadistic killer who 
masquerades as a seemingly mild mannered town sheriff. But rather than merely aligning the 
audience with the antagonist, the narrative is constructed in such a way that homme fatal Lou 
Ford (Casey Affleck) draws on his own knowledge of psychoanalysis in order to play 
guessing games with the audience’s desire to solve the riddles of his psyche, generating his 
own form of perverse pleasure in the process. In her paper on Thompson’s novel (which 
Winterbottom adapts to screen), literary theorist Dorothy Clarke argues that — “if Lou Ford 
provides a Grand Narrative, it is one in which he uses the appearance/reality outer/inner 
world motif to pitch to us a too-apparent Freudian psychoanalytic explanation of his actions” 
(54). A psychoanalytic interpretation of The Killer Inside Me is destabilised by Lou’s 
employment of a psychoanalytic model to explain what he calls “the sickness.” By offering 
up a rational explanation for his otherwise irrational behaviour and grounding it in suspicion, 
Lou persistently constructs and then deconstructs the narrative in such a way that it “conceals 
rather than reveals, continually eluding containment and definition” (Clark 59). According to 
Clark (51), what distinguishes The Killer Inside Me from the standard detective narrative is 
that rather than progressing from a state of enigma to one of knowledge, the story eludes 
knowledge, becoming increasingly complex and uncertain. Lou achieves this by playing 
games with the audience’s assumptions that there is an underlying reason for his behaviour, 
expending a great deal of energy providing psychoanalytically grounded excuses for it: he is 
a victim of childhood sexual trauma, a victim of elemental human passion, he has dementia 
praecox, he has paranoid schizophrenia, he wants revenge, he is a flower misplaced and 
wrongly labelled a weed, or perhaps he is just cold-blooded and smart as hell (Clark 46–9).  
 
What stands out about texts such as The Killer Inside Me, Mr. Brooks, and Dexter is that by 
locating the audience inside the character’s world and exposing them to the innermost 
mechanisms of his mind, the experiences of the psychopath are privileged in a way that is 
generally reserved for the hero (or heroine in the case female centred Gothic thrillers). As 
film theorist Jane Stadler argues (2), this presents an interesting problem for character 
engagement. In her article drawing on neuroscience to examine the audience’s 
epistemological responses to Lou, Stadler contends that by manipulating narration and 
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 Other thrillers that align the audience with the killer include Michael Powell’s now seminal film Peeping Tom 
(1960) and American Psycho.  
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perspective that situate Lou in the central position often occupied by the protagonist, the film 
“troubles the audience’s ability to classify him as ‘bad,’ and unsettles emotional responses by 
aligning the audience with the perspective of a character with whom we have no moral 
allegiance” (4).  
 
A similarly disconcerting interchange takes place in Mr. Brooks, although rather than 
focusing on profoundly visceral scenes of brutality in order to disturb the moral imagination 
of the audience as The Killer Inside Me does, emotional responses to the film are complicated 
through the revelation that despite being a serial killer Earl is capable of spontaneous, deeply 
felt emotion. As Stadler (12) maintains, psychopaths may be able to emulate feelings, 
participating in a social charade, but these reactions have no emotive foundation because they 
are incapable of actually “caring” for others (also see DSM–5 301.7). On the one hand Earl 
fits this profile, displaying a chilling lack of remorse for his victims. But at the same time the 
film completely disrupts this framework by divulging that Earl genuinely loves his family. 
This is best demonstrated in a poignant scene where he breaks down in tears of remorse in 
reaction to the realisation that his daughter has inherited his hunger for murder. Here the third 
element of Earl’s psyche — the superego, a portion of the ego responsible for conscious 
feelings of guilt surfaces (Freud “Ego & Superego” 374). 
 
Moments like this demand an empathetic response from the viewer, creating incongruence 
that makes it easy to forget the fact that the protagonist has just shot someone in the forehead 
or decapitated them with a spade (as Earl does to Mr Smith). By locating Earl as a caring 
father, the monstrous Other is humanised. This sits in stark contrast to conventional modes of 
representing the fatal(e) figure, which has a long and well established history as a childless 
destroyer of traditional family structures. However, in saying this, Earl is not alone in his 
paternal role. Dexter is also both a biological and non-biological father, similarly Dennis 
Peck in Internal Affairs has several biological children from multiple marriages. This raises 
the question: Why do these fatal men occupy a natal role that is seldom afforded to the femme 
fatale (and never in the capacity of a loving parent as Lilly in The Grifters demonstrates) and 
what are the broader socio-cultural implications of this? 
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Postfeminism, Paternity, and the Deadly Man 
Although characters such as Earl, Dexter, and Dennis are unusual, the emergence of the 
deadly male as a loving parent coincides with a broader shift towards the centrality of 
fatherhood in contemporary cinematic texts as a whole, particularly in mainstream 
Hollywood productions (Hamad 99). As examined in detail in Chapter Two, the idealisation 
of fatherhood started to take hold in the early 1980s, around the same time that postfeminist 
discourse began to circulate in popular culture. Since then the paternalisation of leading men 
has become endemic to Hollywood storytelling, with fatherhood located as the central 
anchoring trope of contemporary masculinity (Hamad 99–100). Schneider uses the term 
“rearticulation” (4) to describe this shift towards narratives that introduce the family as a 
central concern. For Schneider (4) this is particularly pronounced in the action genre, which 
saw a distinct shift away from films that focused on an isolated individual (such as The 
Terminator) towards narratives that reproduce traditional family dynamics. On the surface 
these representations appear to sanction more involved, caring parenting called for by 
feminists. However, as Hamad (102) contends, they actually work to undermine and 
appropriate traditionally female roles and privilege male subjectivity. When viewed in this 
context, dominant representations of fatherhood further reinforce McRobbie’s argument that 
postfeminism actively draws on and evokes feminism to propose equality has been achieved 
in order to undermine it (12).  
I suggest that Earl (along with other hommes fatals such as Dexter) also form part of this 
widespread discourse. As such postmillennial noir is witness to the emergence of a new kind 
of postfeminist fatal man who is not only a father, but whose role as such is privileged, along 
with his subjectivity. Not only does this serve to undermine feminism through the 
marginalisation of women’s experiences and roles, what is more, by humanising the monster, 
Earl’s “bad” behaviour can be conveniently ignored, enabling the postfeminist homme fatal 
to have his cake and eat it too.72 Added to this the film evokes a nostalgia for a period 
uncomplicated by feminist activism by presenting the family as intact in a traditional nuclear 
sense, instead of eliminating the mother as so often is the case in paternally centred narratives 
(although the mother is marginalised and framed as quite cold and pragmatic, hence not 
occupying a traditionally nurturing maternal role, which is instead taken up by Earl). On the 
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 Dexter’s “bad” behaviour can also be exonerated because he only kills those who “deserve” it. Hence, as film 
theorist Ashley Donnelly (16) argues, his character actually serves to reinforce conservative ideals of morality 
through a clear distinction of “good” and “bad.”  
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other hand, while patriarchal fears are soothed through the location of fatherhood as the ideal 
masculinity, Mr. Brooks also articulates deeply masochistic expressions of fear about the 
decline of patriarchal hegemony through its representation of Earl’s daughter Jane (Danielle 
Panabaker) as a budding fille fatale. 
The Monstrous Girl in Mr. Brooks 
As Chapter Four establishes, in the noir and horror genres female maturation is often aligned 
with burgeoning monstrosity through representations of previously innocuous girls 
metamorphosing into brutal killers whose primary targets are men. In Stoker for example, 
India’s development into a fully-fledged fatale figure involves the appropriation of her Uncle 
Charles’ identity, enabling her to become his successor once she has disposed of him. While 
this is something Charles does not see coming, the thought that his daughter may be plotting 
to kill him is something that takes on nightmarish proportions for Earl. Jane’s impromptu 
return home from college is dominated by two things. First she announces that she wants to 
learn how to run Earl’s multimillion dollar business — just in case anything should happen to 
him. Secondly, it soon becomes evident that Jane is responsible for brutally murdering a 
fellow college student with a hatchet, something she shows no indication of remorse for, 
triggering Earl’s realisation that she did it for pleasure as he does. In the final scenes of the 
film Earl’s paranoia that he is next on Jane’s hit list is played out in graphic detail. Although 
revealed to be a nightmare, when Earl enters Jane’s bedroom to kiss her goodnight (like the 
loving father that he is) she suddenly turns and plunges a large pair of scissors into his neck. 
As he reaches to her for help she coldly cowers away, silently waiting for him to bleed to 
death. She then takes his glasses from his face and places them on her own in a gesture that 
clearly denotes her intentions to become him.  
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Figure 24: Earl may be humanised but his daughter Jane (Danielle Panabaker) emerges as a monster and 
becomes the focus of Earl’s paranoid anxieties (Mr. Brooks, Evans, 2007).  
 
As Sobchack (“Child/Alien” 11–17) argues, on a broader socio-cultural level children 
function as visible traces of the past, but they also represent a cultural sign of the future. As 
explored in Chapter Four, horror articulates the terror and rage of patriarchy in decline. 
Patriarchy is represented as either being murderously resentful of its children (as in The 
Stepfather, for example)
73
 or being savaged by them (Sobchack “Child/Alien” 15). In Mr. 
Brooks the latter is the case, here repressed terror over a sense of increasing patriarchal 
impotence is given expression through both anxiety and self-blame. Given that feminism 
resides at the core of these felt fears, it is little wonder that the girl child represents the 
ultimate threat to the traditional and conceivable future. Confounding this is the fact that girls 
reaching adulthood in the 2000s have grown up taking the gains of feminism for granted. 
Conversely, and somewhat insidiously, dynamics such as these avail space for male 
representations, no matter how abhorrent they themselves actually are, to be viewed as 
sympathetic.   
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 Although in The Stepfather the adolescent daughter of his latest adoptive family functions as an investigator, 
seeking out the truth about her stepfather and ultimately murdering him.  
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Perverting Romance: In the Cut 
“All women want love, right? My guess is you want love so bad it hurts.” 
 
Richard Rodriguez (Nick Damici) 
to Frannie Avery (Meg Ryan). 
 
In the Cut is an auteur driven fusion of art house and mainstream cinema, evocatively 
drawing on a rich, densely layered array of symbolic cues and motifs to add complexity to a 
narrative that deconstructs romanticised fairy-tale perceptions of love and marriage 
circulating in dominant popular culture. In keeping with the tradition of the Gothic female-
centred psychothriller (with an added injection of slasher horror style gore) the film centres 
on the subjective experiences of college English teacher, Frannie, as she finds herself drawn 
into parallel realms of desire and danger.74 In the Cut opens with a montage of sober, 
unconstrained images of the grimy streets of Manhattan’s Lower East Side — the location of 
the narrative. These visual representations are contrasted by a rendition of Que Sera Sera, 
Doris Day’s nonchalant signature song about life’s possibilities. This melancholic audio-
visual composite, coupled with a dark, muted colour palette, infused with hints of red, sets 
the mood of the film, foreshadowing the deeply cynical exploration of romance to come.  
The life of Frannie, a single, somewhat lonely and vulnerable middle-aged woman who is 
obsessed with words, changes irreparably after she inadvertently finds herself secretly 
watching a woman give oral pleasure to a man in the dark basement of a bar. Although facing 
her, the recipient is enveloped in shadow; the only things illuminated by a thin shaft of light 
are the woman’s mouth and hand enclosed around his penis, and his right forearm, revealing 
a three of spades tattoo on his wrist. Not long after this incident the “disarticulated” body part 
of what turns out to be the same woman is found in the garden beneath Frannie’s apartment 
window. Through the ensuing police investigation Frannie meets detective Giovanni Malloy 
(Mark Ruffalo). Despite being troubled by the fact that he has an identical tattoo to the man 
in the basement she begins an intense, passionate relationship with him. Unfortunately, her 
preoccupation with Malloy (and his tattoo) blinds Frannie to what is actually happening 
                                                          
74
 In the Cut bears intertextual similarities to Richard Brooks’ thriller Looking for Mr. Goodbar (1977), which 
offers a deeply pessimistic view of relationships through the films focus on the experiences of a teacher who is 
drawn into a series of dysfunctional and increasingly violent affairs.  
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around her. As the romance between them progresses, the killer, an allegorical Bluebeard 
who forces women to become “engaged” to him before mutilating them, slowly closes in on 
Frannie. First she is attacked in what seems to be an unrelated mugging, then, not long after 
another woman is butchered Frannie’s half-sister Pauline (Jennifer Jason Lee) is gruesomely 
slaughtered. Increasingly, Frannie suspects that Malloy is the killer, but what she does not 
realise is that his partner Richard Rodriguez has an identical three of spades tattoo and that it 
was him in the basement. It is not until she finds herself firmly in his clutches that she 
realises her mistake.75   
Framing the Disarticulating Homme Fatal 
In most women’s psychothrillers there is a clear and relatively straightforward tension 
between the investigating heroine and the fatal man whose true identity may not be 
immediately apparent but who has firmly gained her attention. Alternatively, In the Cut 
complicates these dynamics by making the wrong man the subject of the protagonist’s 
scrutiny. As such he also becomes the central male in the narrative, and because Frannie is 
ignorant about the real villain’s identity he is relegated to the sidelines of the plot. In 
Frannie’s mind Malloy is a liar. He maintains that he has seen Frannie somewhere before but 
denies that he was ever at “The Red Turtle” (the location of the basement encounter), this 
discrepancy between what Frannie knows she saw and what Malloy is telling her is 
something she is unable to reconcile. On top of this, he still lives in the same house as his 
wife, despite claiming that he is separated from her and is sleeping on the sofa. These 
incongruences situate him as duplicitous and unknowable; as such he is framed accordingly. 
As Place (58) argues, one way to demonstrate the dishonest nature of the femme fatale is to 
display her image reflected in a mirror. This same technique is used to frame Malloy. In a 
scene just prior to Pauline’s murder when he tells Frannie he is going on holiday with his 
supposedly ex-wife and children he is shot leaning against a mirrored wall, his head turned to 
one side enforcing Frannie’s point-of-view that he is two-faced.  
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 Unfolding events such as this are abstractly revealed through a series of poems that appear on subway 
billboards. For example the verse: “It’s off in the distance, it came into the room, it’s here in the circle” (visually 
embellished with splashes red paint, emulating blood) forewarns that danger is getting closer.   
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Figure 25: A mirror shot of Malloy (Mark Ruffalo) signifying Frannie’s (Meg Ryan) belief that he is two faced 
 (In the Cut, Campion, 2003).  
 
Themes of splitting and doubling not only emerge in order to imply a character’s fragmentary 
nature, they are also often evoked to establish interpersonal connections. As explored in 
Chapter Three, lesbian relationships are frequently framed in this mode, signifying sameness 
in scenes of physical coupling and embrace. In In the Cut, mirroring and doubling is used to 
establish the identity of the fatal man in lieu of his minimal presence on screen. Malloy and 
Rodriguez are, for all intents and purposes, doubles of each other. They look and dress almost 
identically, superficially they behave the same, they are not only detective partners but they 
have a long history of friendship, they both have failed marriages behind them, and of course, 
they both have the same tattoo. However, mirrors can reflect not only likeness but inversion 
as my analysis of éé establishes. As such, in keeping with the tradition of horror films such as 
The Dark Mirror (Robert Siodmak, 1946), Twins of Evil, Sisters (Brian De Palma, 1973), and 
Dead Ringers (David Cronenberg, 1988), the doubles in In the Cut show reversal in the form 
of a good side and a dark side. Malloy is hard-boiled but his feelings for Frannie are genuine, 
he is very caring and sensitive to her needs, he enjoys giving her pleasure and is willing to be 
whatever she wants him to be. The only thing he will not do is beat her up. In contrast, 
beating up a woman is the least Rodriguez is likely to do. In fact, it is for assaulting his wife 
that his gun has been confiscated, leaving him emasculated and impotent, with only a childish 
plastic water pistol as a weapon. This symbolic lack, combined with his excessive hatred of 
women that manifests in his need to not only destroy them by cutting them up but to literally 
pull them apart, tearing their limbs from their sockets, could be interpreted as an expression 
of patriarchal rage that frequently emerges in relation to the fatal man.  
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Crucially, however, in a film that is a wholly female collaboration, rather than representing a 
sadistic latent desire to reclaim male hegemony the fatal man in this instance represents 
female fears about the undoing of feminism, or as McRobbie specifically describes it: 
“disarticulating feminism” (24). As explored in Chapter Two, by this McRobbie refers to a 
social process that systematically erodes the institutional gains of feminism, working to 
disassemble female solidarity and the political voice of feminist activism by typecasting 
feminism as having been fuelled by anger and hostility to men (McRobbie 24–7). Therefore, 
by situating feminism as unnecessary, the very basis of coming together is rendered 
unthinkable. In a socio-cultural context disarticulation works as a dispersal strategy, availing 
space for new forms of gendered power that are embedded within the field of popular culture 
(McRobbie 27). This felt dispersion of feminist unity is played out literally in In the Cut via 
the disarticulation of women’s body parts and the scattering of them in various sites around 
the district. Moreover, sisterhood is a dominant symbol of feminist solidarity. With this in 
mind, the murder and dismemberment of Frannie’s sister Pauline further cements the 
association between the actual displacement of limbs in the film with the disarticulation of 
feminism. It is worth noting that film theorist Antje Ascheid links themes of disarticulation in 
In the Cut to the conflicting tensions surrounding romantic and sexual relationships in the 
film (tensions that are also indicative of postfeminist discourse itself). For Ascheid, the films 
deeply cynical view of relationships coupled with themes centring on a desire for dependency 
construct female identity as disarticulated in that it lacks unity and integration (11–12). I will 
unpack the complexities of the views on romance expressed film’s views on romance later in 
this section.  
The Disarticulated Gaze 
Themes of disarticulation also emerge in relation to the gaze. As has been established earlier 
in the chapter, the exposure of male masquerade hinges on an inversion of the looking/ 
looked-at dynamics of visual interrogation. This is played out in the basement sequence of In 
the Cut, however, rather than simply making the fatal man the subject of the heroine’s (and 
by proxy the audiences) scrutiny, the single source of fractured light that highlights his erect 
penis has the effect of dividing his body into parts, just as the limbs of his victims are riven. 
By “cutting off” this object of erotic appeal through the use of shadow to isolate it and 
fetishistically framing the penis in close-up, Frannie’s silent observation of fellatio from a 
secluded vantage point aligns her behaviour with that of a peeping Tom. As Williams argues, 
by showing the penis through the diegetic female eye (and the woman’s camera eye), it is 
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almost as if Campion is trying to redress the long history of cinematic peeping on women’s 
bodies (“Erotic Thriller” 419). This visual severing of Rodriguez’s penis is also emblematic 
of his felt inadequacy and emasculation, something he evidently blames women for.  
The dynamics of visual interrogation and the gaze are also manipulated through the alteration 
of conventional modes of looking. This is achieved by taking what would ordinarily be a 
straight forward case of male voyeuristic interrogation of the female form and literally 
turning it back-to-front. After Frannie initially agrees to meet Malloy for a drink she is shown 
waiting for him on the street dressed in high heels and a sheer dress — items borrowed from 
Pauline. But instead of making her the recipient of the gaze in direct terms, Malloy rather 
awkwardly attempts to look at her through the rear view mirror of his car while 
simultaneously trying to negotiate the traffic around him. The effect is that her image is 
shakily displayed off-centre and framed within a frame. The inversion of the act of looking is 
then intensified by the fact that Mallow reverses his car up the street after her as she begins to 
walk off.  
 
Figure 26: Frannie (Meg Ryan) is framed within the frame in reverse, subverting the conventional dynamics of 
the male gaze (In the Cut, Campion, 2003). 
An alternative way In the Cut plays with and alters conventional modes of looking is through 
the distinctive use of a swing-tilt camera. The effect produced by this method of filming is 
that depth of field can be manipulated making it possible to shoot objects that would 
ordinarily be in focus out of focus, and vice versa. Drawing on film theorist Laura Mark’s 
work on “haptic vision” (130), I contend that by changing normal ocular patterns through the 
use of a swing-tilt camera, the audience is encouraged to rely on non-visual senses to identify 
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with what is happening on screen. As Marks argues, certain experiences are more likely to be 
recorded in the register of senses such as touch (or taste, or smell). These perceptions are 
capable of storing powerful memories that are lost to sight. One way of stimulating such 
recollections through purely audio-visual means is to muffle the experience of the visual, 
opening up a less ocular way of seeing (Marks 133). This technique is employed in In the Cut 
(through the use of the swing-tilt), blurring erotic scenes featuring Frannie, such as when she 
is masturbating or when Malloy is touching and pleasuring her. Crucially, as Marks (133) 
contends, in feminist psychoanalytic theory, the act of looking (or watching) is an 
objectifying one in that it allows the self to be isolated from others in such a way as to invite 
visual interrogation and scrutinisation. In relation to the male gaze this can function as an 
attempt to master patriarchal anxieties. As Mulvey famously argues, mainstream Hollywood 
film codes the erotic into the language of dominant patriarchal order (16). Therefore women’s 
bodies are generally presented and filmed to appeal to male fantasy. By displacing 
conventional modes of perception during crucial moments that would ordinarily be the haut 
monde of (heterosexual) male voyeuristic viewing experience, space is instead opened up for 
alternative ways of experiencing erotic imagery that aligns with female (rather than male) 
identification, sensation, and perception. 
 
Figure 27: The use of a swing-tilt camera can be used to manipulate focus, providing space for less visually 
centred modes of perception (In the Cut, Campion, 2003). 
 
So far I have established how In the Cut cleverly uses the idea of disarticulation to directly 
engage with feminist theory and to manipulate and challenge patriarchal modes of viewing. 
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In this next section I will examine the way the film critiques dominant postfeminist discourse 
in relation to romance and marriage. 
Lashing Back at the Backlash 
As has been established throughout this thesis, the primary agenda of dominant postfeminist 
discourse is the preservation of patriarchal hegemony. One way that it functions to reinforce 
traditional gender order is through an emphasis on themes of heterosexual coupling and 
marriage. It is in female centred romantic comedies that this agenda is perhaps most blatantly 
imposed, the much referred to Bridget Jones’s Diary being a quintessential example. As 
McRobbie (12) argues, despite feminism, Bridget is desperate to pursue dreams of romance, 
find a suitable husband, get married, and have children. These desires, which prevail over and 
above all other concerns, are embroiled with fears that time is running out — fears of getting 
old and ending up a “spinster.” Even in television shows such as Sex and the City (Darren 
Star, 1998–2004) where women are seen to celebrate their single lifestyles through 
extravagant spending, female friendship, and casual sex, an underlying desperation to find 
Mister Right before it is “too late” prevails.  
Primarily, In the Cut is also about romance, marriage, and finding love in the urban jungle 
before time runs out. However, unlike romantic comedies, there are no fairy-tale resolutions 
to relationship fears to be found. Instead, In the Cut draws on the tradition of the Gothic 
thriller, with its cynicism about love at first sight and hurried marriages to the wrong men, in 
order to examine and critique contemporary popular culture’s fixation with the subject. 
Labelled “anti-romance” by theorists such as Williams (“Erotic Thriller” 418) and Ascheid 
(3), the film consciously problematises dominant postfeminist discourse by articulating a 
deeply cynical view of nuptial bliss, aligning it with visual images of morbid brides stranded 
on subway platforms, and themes of masochistic self-humiliation, confusion, and most 
profoundly, death. Indeed, in one form or another amorous involvement persistently emerges 
as a deeply troubling affliction throughout the film.  
Frannie is guarded and quite hesitant about relationships, holding men at a distance and 
projecting mixed messages. As she tells Malloy, she is scared of what she wants. For her 
young, inexperienced student Cornelius (Sharrieff Pugh) this creates a great deal of 
frustration and confusion as Frannie carelessly crosses teacher/student boundaries and then 
rejects his physical advances. Her intrinsic lack of trust of men also causes her to grossly 
misjudge Malloy. As such her subjectivity is called into question just as the early Gothic 
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thrillers Rebecca and Suspicion reveal the heroine’s perceptions to be flawed. As is played 
out through three surreal, anachronistically Victorian, sepia toned fantasy sequences, 
Frannie’s distrust of men stems from her childhood and the fact that her father was a serial 
monogamist who impulsively jumped from one relationship to another — behaviour that 
metaphorically “killed” Frannie’s mother. It is no accident that Rodriguez’s modus operandi 
replicates this behavioural pattern, albeit in a slightly more bloody form, as Frannie discovers 
when she finds herself in Rodriguez’s den of iniquity — an abandoned lighthouse.76 In a 
morbid play on phrases such as “till death do us part” and “dying to get married” Rodriguez 
enacts a clichéd seduction scenario involving wine and slow dancing before asking his victim 
to marry him. He then forces her to place an engagement ring (his signature) on her finger at 
knifepoint before killing her. In Moore’s novel, Frannie also dies brutally at Rodriguez’s 
hands; however, in the film she uses Malloy’s gun to shoot him. In death his body is shown 
slumped on top of hers in a macabre imitation of the missionary sex position.  
While Rodriguez represents a cynical view of love in the extreme, Pauline’s pathetic, all-
consuming desperation for a man is no less distorted and disturbing. As such, she functions as 
the ultimate parody of Bridget Jones. Obsessively, she engages in a form of emotional self-
mutilation by throwing herself at her doctor, stalking and harassing him, stealing his wife’s 
dry cleaning, and earning a petition for a restraining order against her for her efforts.77 
Despite this, she fantasises that when she arrives at court the doctor will take one look at her 
and realise he is in love with her after all and they will go on to have several children 
together. Pauline also transfers her unrequited yearnings onto Frannie, telling her that she 
should have a baby (and a man), presenting her with a good luck charm to signify this. 
Notably, Frannie loses the amulet (a pram, complete with a minute baby) when she is 
mugged (in all probability by Rodriguez), although Malloy later finds it for her. Ironically, 
although Rodriguez snatches away Pauline’s dreams of parenthood, he also fulfils her desire 
to get married “just once, for my mom” in the moments before he disarticulates her. Whereas 
the film ends on a somewhat happier note with an exhausted, blood soaked Frannie finding 
comfort in Malloy’s arms it offers no promises of “happily ever after” in the fairy-tale sense 
of the term. Therefore, I argue that the narrative’s interpretation of love and relationships can 
                                                          
76
 The lighthouse is an intertextual reference to Virginia Woolf’s 1927 novel To the Lighthouse. A text that is 
part of Frannie’s curriculum and one that focuses on the complexity of human relationships and feelings of loss 
in relation to Woolf’s parents Julia and Leslie Stephen (Roe and Sellers 57).  
77
 Frannie’s ex-boyfriend John Graham (Kevin Bacon) is also embarrassingly pathological and neurotic in his 
pursuit of love, refusing to take Frannie’s rejection of him gracefully.  
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be seen as a backlash reaction to postfeminism’s own backlash against feminism, originally 
proposed by Susan Faludi.  
Conclusion 
Overwhelmingly, my analysis of Taking Lives, Mr. Brooks, and In the Cut reveals that the 
homme fatal functions as a manifestation of felt patriarchal impotence, articulating fears 
about the decline of patriarchal hegemony in contemporary Western culture. However, the 
modes in which these anxieties are expressed in each of these texts differ quite dramatically, 
highlighting the contradictions and tensions that constitute postfeminist discourse. Mr. 
Brooks undermines feminism through its engagement with popular culture’s broader project 
of rearticulating gender roles, which privileges paternal subjectivity and holds caring 
sensitive fathers up as an exemplar of ideal masculinity, insidiously usurping the role of 
women in the process. Unlike the archetypal fatal(e) figure that is enigmatic and 
unpredictable, Earl Brooks is entirely knowable, so much so that the viewer is privy to the 
innermost mechanisms of his psyche. By locating the audience in Earl’s mind, his emotional 
responses, particularly those relating to fatherhood are authenticated. Consequently, the 
monster is humanised, providing space for a certain allegiance with him that problematises 
the ability to classify the postfeminist deadly male as “bad.” But while the homme fatal has 
become domesticated his offspring is revealed to have inherited his psychopathy, articulating 
masochistic male paranoia about the future of society, not only in the face of patriarchal 
decline but in the context of an emerging generation of young women who have grown up 
taking feminism (and soft parenting) for granted.  
The desire to annex the power afforded to women through feminist action is also a central 
theme in Taking Lives. But rather than undermining feminism by using its call for more 
involved fathering against it, the film articulates patriarchal rage in the form of self-loathing 
and the oral-sadistic desire to penetrate, eviscerate, and annihilate the strong, intelligent, 
independent woman, along with her womb (the key object of envy for the ineffectual male). 
Mysterious, vampirish Martin cannot stand to be who he really is, but despite being unable to 
masquerade as Illeana, as he can with his male victims, he covets her power nonetheless. 
Vicariously, Martin reclaims a sense of masculine domination through the act of intercourse, 
appropriating feminine power by possessing Illeana sexually. Feminism is further 
undermined in Taking Lives by aligning it with retrograde notions of sorcery, trickery, and 
the occult; a theme that is becoming increasingly dominant in popular culture.  However, 
186 
 
while the film functions to ameliorate patriarchal fears sadistically, in the tradition of the 
Gothic psychothriller the woman has final victory, with Illeana outsmarting the fatal man and 
revealing that it is she who has the phallic power.  
In the Cut also draws on the Gothic, but it takes a cue from the styles cynicism about love at 
first sight and hurried marriages in order to critique dominant postfeminist discourse rather 
than endorse it. Like the majority of chick flick narratives, anxieties about finding love in the 
urban milieu before time “runs out” dominate, but rather than equating romance with fairy 
tale happily-ever-after endings, the film aligns desire with death and destruction. In this case 
the homme fatal is an elusive, emasculated figure who enacts patriarchal rage by brutally 
butchering and disarticulating women after he asks them to marry him. But in a film that is a 
wholly female collaboration the term disarticulation takes on a unique set of meanings. 
Visually, the fatal man himself is disarticulated through the use of light and shadow to sever 
his penis, signifying a felt sense of impotence. Cinematic techniques alter and displace 
conventional modes of viewing that ordinarily lend themselves to the objectifying patriarchal 
gaze, instead providing space for less ocular, female centred identification and perception. 
And Rodriguez’s literal disarticulation of his victims doubles as an expression of 
postfeminist’s project to systematically break down and dismantle feminism by situating it as 
an unnecessary and outmoded thing of the past (Mc Robbie 24–7). As such In the Cut stands 
out in that it functions as a backlash against postfeminist discourse. 
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Conclusion 
At the start of this project I identified that despite having been the subject of significant 
scholarly attention, a number of major gaps and limitations in academic research on the fatale 
figure of American film noir remain to date. These include a lack of enquiry into the way the 
deadly woman is presented on screen in the new millennium. This is linked to the more 
significant oversight that despite the neo-noir fatale re-gaining popularity in conjunction with 
the emergence of postfeminism in the 1980s there has been limited critical engagement with 
dominant postfeminist discourse in relation to the character. More broadly, the alignment of 
lethal sexuality with the femme fatale has meant that other incarnations of the figure, namely 
the fille fatale and homme fatal, have been almost entirely overlooked, particularly from a 
socio-cultural perspective and especially in regards to the fatal man. My thesis set out to 
address these limitations by locating the postmillennial fatale, in all three manifestations, in 
relation to current debates about dominant postfeminist discourse. The aim of this was to 
provide an up-to-date, more multifaceted and inclusive analysis of the fatale character, 
expanding on both feminist scholarship and film scholarship on noir in the process.  
In order to address the central concerns of my thesis I began by determining what constitutes 
the dark lady. I provided an overview of the prevailing critical work on the construct and 
traced her origins back to early screen representations of the vamp and the female vampire of 
Gothic horror before that. The aim of this was to establish a contextual foundation for my 
analysis of postmillennial incarnations of the figure. I paid particular attention to themes that 
later emerge as central to postfeminist discourse. These include the way women are framed in 
relation to sexuality, work/career, family values, aging, and race. The purpose of this was to 
enable me to determine patterns of representation in relation to the femme fatale. I then 
established how the figure is constructed in 1980s–1990s neo-noir — the second major film 
cycle to feature the dark lady. The function of this was to ascertain the ways in which the new 
fatale acts as a conduit for emergent popular cultural discourses and the extent to which 
feminist enquiry into the figure, via critical engagement with postfeminism, has taken place 
to date.  
The next stage of the project was to determine what is meant by the term postfeminism, 
including how it differs ideologically from feminism and how it is played out in mainstream 
popular culture. The aim of this was to provide an overview of scholarly debate in the field 
and to establish the theoretical and contextual underpinnings of the thesis. I found that 
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dominant postfeminist discourse is distinct from other feminisms in that it is a media 
inspired, patriarchally grounded concept that is shaped by neoliberal ideology and fuelled by 
anxieties about shifting gendered power dynamics. As such it works to undermine feminism 
rather than operating as a way of giving voice to women’s concerns, as other politically 
grounded feminist movements have done. My final three chapters focused on analysing the 
femme fatale, the fille fatale, and the homme fatal, with a view to establishing the 
interrelationship between these characters and dominant postfeminist discourse, and 
identifying the kinds of patriarchal anxieties attached to and articulated through them.  
Findings 
My research findings enforce the long held contention that the deadly woman is 
representative of patriarchal paranoia about shifting gender dynamics. I find this to be true 
not only of the femme fatale, but also the fille fatale and homme fatal. Overwhelmingly, in 
one form or another, these fears relate to a felt disintegration of traditional domestic 
structures and the diminishing role of men in the private sphere. Fundamental to this is the 
location of the conventional nuclear family as the primary realm for the maintenance of 
power relations between genders through the controlling of women, particularly in relation to 
sexuality and motherhood (McRobbie 62). One way postmillennial noir channels such 
anxieties is to depict women who do not value or prioritise established familial dynamics as 
self-centred, abject, and/or emotionally imbalanced and dangerous. This is played out in an 
overt manner in Chloé and Derailed. Chloé is a pitiful, mentally unstable call-girl whose only 
interest in men is to make a living off their fantasies. But her real crime is that she falls in 
love with a married woman and then attempts to destroy the woman’s family when she is 
rejected. Similarly, in Derailed, spider woman Lucinda is a con-artist who exploits male 
desire for her own advantage, though again, her greatest offence is her complete lack of 
regard for the sanctity of the family. Instead she functions as the antithesis of the ideal 
postfeminist woman who, despite her liberation places a premium on love, marriage, and 
finding Mr Right.  
This way of framing the dark lady can be traced back to classic film noir and early vamp 
films before that. A common conception in noir scholarship is that the femme fatale is 
emblematic of the working woman and that her independence is her crime. However, a re-
examination of early cinematic representations of the figure has revealed that, as Jancovich 
(“Phantom Ladies” 171) correctly argues, the figure is almost without fail a parasite and gold 
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digger. My analysis of female representations in classic noir reveals that the central problem 
of the dark lady is that she rebuffs societal conventions that enforce gendered power 
relations. She is rarely a mother and has no interest in genuine romance, marriage, or any 
other traditional institution. The only intrinsic value men have to her is what she can exploit 
them for. These themes remain consistent through all films noir cycles, re-emerging in 
postmillennial noir in such a way that they serve the function of endorsing the central 
concerns of dominant postfeminism. What has changed over time is that the femme fatale has, 
on the whole, become progressively more autonomous, forceful, and sexually ambiguous. 
Many deadly women of neo-noir are not only happy to do their dirty work themselves, but 
relish in it; Catherine in Basic Instinct is perhaps responsible for sparking this trend, although 
it is the lethal girl who kills for pure pleasure that is becoming increasingly popular in the 
new millennium as demonstrated in Stoker and Mr Brooks. The 1990s also saw the 
emergence of a spider woman (Bridget in The Last Seduction) who controls the narrative and 
whose perspective the audience is aligned with. As such, Bridget and Catherine function as 
important precursors to the way the postmillennial fille fatale is framed. Both Hard Candy 
and Stoker present deadly girls with agency who are the narrative focus. Though she retains 
an enigmatic, somewhat unstable quality, in Hard Candy, it is Hayley’s perspective that that 
is taken. In Stoker, not only is India’s point-of-view adopted, filming techniques such as 
voice-over narration, flash-forwards, and flash-backs avail access to her subjective 
experiences, undermining long-held traditions of framing the deadly female as unknowable. 
This shift can be interpreted as being indicative of the increasing centrality of girls in popular 
culture as a whole, as well as the intensifying patriarchal anxieties generated by such 
changes. 
The 1990s was also a period where briefly, the deadly woman was, for the first time, located 
as a professional woman. In contrast, this thesis has shown that working women of classic 
noir are invariably framed as good girls, who emerge in three main forms. Firstly there is 
what Place (60) describes as the nurturer. She is often set in contrast to the dark lady and 
offers stability and understanding to the tormented protagonist. Betty Shafer in Sunset 
Boulevard is a quintessential example. The second is what I term the faux fatale, so named 
because she is framed as a femme fatale until it is discovered that she is not one. Laura in 
Preminger’s film of the same name fits this category. The third is the female investigator. She 
too is a working girl who is thrust into the role of detective, at times even formally employed 
as one, as taxi dancer Sandra Carpenter is in Lured. In these noirs the heroine is pitted against 
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a homme fatal whom she hunts down and brings to justice. Whereas the deadly man is 
invariably an enigma, often the perspective of the heroine is adopted through camera 
positioning, a sound score that reflects her emotions, and the revealing of clues in conjunction 
with her own discoveries (filming techniques that remain central to the women’s 
psychothriller). But essentially, although working girls in all these sub-genres of noir are 
strong willed, smart, and independent, they ultimately do not transgress the boundaries of 
patriarchal order. They are unaffected by the power of their sexuality, they are honest and law 
abiding, and they do not use men, instead embracing genuine love and romance. However, as 
soon as the working woman attempts to balance family with her career things begin to go 
wrong, as is demonstrated in Mildred Pierce. While Mildred is financially successful, her 
effort to fulfil the role of both mother and head of the household produce Veda, a selfish, 
greedy fille fatale. As my analysis of Derailed reveals, these themes filter through to 
postmillennial noir, serving as a cautionary warning to women about trying to have-it-all. 
Here, the mother who prioritises career over family is depicted as being partially responsible 
for her husband’s philandering. On the other hand, in Chloé, Catherine is allowed to not only 
reap the rewards of feminism, but take them for granted because, despite her transgressions, 
ultimately she is motivated to retain the family unit.  
Fears about the disintegration of traditional familial structures and women’s lessening 
dependency on men are also articulated through the common framing of the fatale figure as 
either bisexual or lesbian. This sits in stark contrast to the way queer coupling is presented in 
many other genres, particularly chick flicks. Here same-sex relationships tend to be 
marginalised and heterosexuality is presumed, even emphasised. The alignment of dangerous 
women with same-sex desire can be traced back through film history and beyond, to 
eighteenth century Gothic literature. This is particularly true of Mulholland Drive, which I 
contend is, in part, a contemporary retelling of Le Fanu’s Carmilla. Significantly, the lesbian 
vampire can be seen as a response to feminist activism, functioning as a paranoid reaction to 
male fears that female-bonding and the increased independence of women will render the 
roles of men unnecessary (Zimmerman 23). I maintain that the deadly woman is a sister 
figure to the lesbian vampire of the horror tradition and that the queer fatale of neo-noir also 
functions as an updated expression of patriarchal fears of feminism.  
Anxieties relating to the felt redundancy of men in the domestic realm are likewise significant 
to the way the postfeminist man is framed. As Hamad (99–100) argues, Hollywood film has 
become increasingly marked by the idealisation of fatherhood since the 1980s, locating it as 
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the anchoring trope of contemporary masculinity. My research on the homme fatal reveals 
that this theme also emerges in postmillennial noir. In Mr. Brooks, brutal serial killer Earl is 
presented as a loving father and caring husband and he is not alone in this mode of 
representation, with other serial killers such as Dexter also located as caring fathers. 
Moreover, not only is paternity privileged in these texts, so too is the homme fatal’s 
subjectivity, destabilising film conventions that historically position the fatal(e) figure as 
ambiguous, fragmented, and unknowable (as mentioned previously, the way the 
contemporary fille fatale is characterised also proves to be significant in this regard).By 
aligning the audience with the inner workings of the fatal man’s mind and revealing that he 
has genuine feelings, the monstrous Other is humanised, shifting focus away from, and in 
effect exonerating, his “bad” behaviour (in this context, it is perhaps no coincidence that both 
Earl and Dexter get away with their crimes). As Modleski and Hamad suggest, the prevailing 
shift towards the representation of men as caring fathers in Hollywood film appears to 
sanction more involved male parenting called for by feminists. But this gradual process of 
reintegrating the father into the family unit as the central parental figure (a move exacerbated 
by the common exclusion of the biological mother from the narrative), actually works to 
undermine and appropriate women’s traditional function. Schnider describes this 
development in terms of “rearticulation” (4). This project works in conjunction with what 
McRobbie describes as “disarticulation” (24–7). Here the gains of feminism are 
systematically eroded and undermined through social discourses that position the idea of 
joining together in feminist activism an outmoded and unsavoury concept, thus opening up 
space for men to usurp the position of women.  
However, though the underlying tenets of disarticulation are revealed to operate in a variety 
of ways in neo-noir, they are not always played out in a straightforward manner that serves 
the interests of dominant postfeminist discourse, as my analysis of In the Cut reveals. The 
homme fatal in this text enacts latent feelings of masculine impotence and a desire to reclaim 
patriarchal hegemony through a series of brutal murders that involve the disarticulation of 
women’s bodies and the very literal destruction of the bonds of sisterhood. But the primary 
function of In the Cut is not the expression of male fears about feminism, rather the film 
operates as a feminist critique about cultural expressions of such anxieties. Drawing on the 
tradition of the Gothic, In the Cut dissects dominant postfeminist discourse and its obsession 
with (heterosexual) romance, marriage and finding “Mr Right” before time runs out. Instead 
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the narrative offers a deeply pessimistic view of these themes, aligning them with 
uncertainty, desperation, destruction, and death. 
Importantly, In the Cut is not the only postmillennial noir to challenge and subvert dominant 
postfeminist discourse. Hard Candy aligns its protagonist with grrrl postfeminism, 
revalidating the strength of femininity without diffusing it via a daring and calculated display 
of assertive, do-it-yourself action. Hayley is framed like the final girl of horror, hunting down 
and confronting the monster on her own terms and walking away victorious. But in keeping 
with the contradictions and tensions of dominant postfeminism Hayley’s individualistic 
vigilantism also feeds into discourses that promote the disarticulation of collectivist feminist 
action. Similarly, Descent also challenges prevailing postfeminist discourses that tend to 
focus on “assimilationist” modes of representation (Projansky “Watching Rape” 73). Instead 
the film associates with third wave feminism by focusing on the subjective experiences of a 
woman marginalised by both race and class. But at the same time Descent subtly undercuts 
feminism by suggesting that retaliation against male violence is a hollow, unsatisfying 
experience. Other texts undermine feminism in more overt ways. Sin City features all-
powerful, independent, self-assured, avenging women who are idolised by the men who love 
them and deadly to those that cross them. But they are also framed as hyperbolically 
fetishized prostitutes. As such the femmes fatales in Sin City form part of a broader trend in 
postmillennial Hollywood film that positions the sex worker as a popular archetype of paid 
labour. By presenting women in this form the threat of feminism is undercut and gender 
clarity restored (Coulthard 169).  
As mentioned, at the heart of disarticulation as it is presented in In the Cut, lays patriarchal 
rage over the felt decline of male hegemonic power. I also reveal this theme to be central to 
Taking Lives. Here the heroine is presented as shrewd, intelligent, and highly accomplished; 
as such she is symbolic of the liberated woman who has reaped the rewards of feminism. In 
contrast, homme fatal Martin is a self-loathing parasite whose entire life has been shaped by 
subterfuge. Like the womb-envying postfeminist father, he desires to usurp feminism by 
aligning himself with, and becoming like, his adversary. But just as the foundations of 
masquerade itself lie in the oral-sadistic phase of development, concealing the infant’s 
destructive tendencies towards its parents, Martin wants to penetrate, eviscerate, and 
annihilate the strong, independent woman, along with her womb. Likewise, Brick enacts 
patriarchal rage through themes of protest masculinity combined with nostalgia for classic 
noir. Though antiheros of the 1940s–1950s may have been deeply troubled they were also 
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able to actively reaffirm their dominance by taking control, interrogating, and punishing the 
wayward woman. These themes, coupled with overtly aggressive displays of masculinity, 
serve to reclaim a sense of domination and control that is felt to have been lost, particularly to 
young women, who, in mainstream popular culture, are overwhelmingly associated with 
power. This is contrasted with the pathologisation of age and the fading sexual power of the 
aging woman, as texts such as Chloé demonstrate. 
Alternatively, patriarchal rage can be repressed, emerging instead in the form of masochistic 
terror. Martin may want to obliterate the formidable investigating woman, however, Illeana is 
revealed to have had the phallic power all along — a fear that could be considered to reside at 
the heart of all patriarchal anxieties. But nowhere is masochistic dread about feminine power 
articulated more intensely than through representations of the fille fatale. As Sobchack 
(“Child/Alien” 11–17) argues, children represent a cultural sign of the future and as much as 
patriarchy can be represented as murderously resentful of them, it can also be shown to be 
savaged by them. In Stoker and Mr. Brooks the latter depiction amalgamates with male fears 
about feminism to produce girls who, upon entry into adulthood, morph into terrifying, all 
powerful monsters that revel in the annihilation of men, including their fathers (and father 
figures) who are themselves monstrous hommes fatals. This is exacerbated by the fact that the 
potency of these filles fatales is not ameliorated through objectification or hyper-
sexualisation — something that sits in conspicuous contrast to female representations in 
mainstream popular culture as a whole.  
Research Implications  
My research findings have a number of implications for understanding and theory in the 
fields of film and feminist scholarship. By retracing film noir histories to include an 
examination of the fatal(e) figure in a broader context, my research calls for a redefinition of 
what constitutes film noir and the parameters of the classic cycle. Specifically, my focus on 
the homme fatal has revealed that the femme fatale is not an essential component of noir. As 
such, films that have received little scholarly attention to date, namely Stranger on the Third 
Floor, can now be considered in terms of their formative influence on film noir. Likewise, my 
analysis of the homme fatal also calls for a redefinition of what constitutes the Gothic 
women’s film. By extending the demarcations of the cycle to include The House on 
Telegraph Hill and Sudden Fear, both of which feature all the hallmarks of this noir 
194 
 
subgenre, a stronger and more inclusive understanding of the socio-cultural implications of 
the Gothic women’s film can be determined.  
Moving forward to my analysis of the contemporary fatal(e) figure. This thesis has found the 
way dominant postfeminist discourse works to undermine feminism to be not only complex 
and contradictory, but fluid, interchangeable, and inconsistent across genres. This is perhaps 
most striking in relation to the way 1980s–1990s neo-noir frames the fatale compared to 
more recent postmillennial texts. Here it is not uncommon to see the gains of feminism 
problematised by situating the femme fatale as a successful career woman, nor is it unusual 
for feminist responses to rape and violence to be undermined by mocking the stereotype of 
women as victims. However, post-2000 the fatale figure is more faithfully aligned with 
classic film noir where she is anything but a corporate sensation and she suffers for her 
crimes. Mulholland Drive, Chloé, Derailed, and Brick all frame the fatale in a mode 
reminiscent of classic noir, expressing nostalgia for a time less complicated by feminism. 
Furthermore, rape is aligned with 1970s interpretations of the crime, where it is depicted 
authentically and women are shown to react with furious revenge. In reference to cross-genre 
modes of expression, dominant postfeminist discourse manifests quite differently in noir. 
This is perhaps most noticeable in regards to the way same-sex desire is framed. Though for 
the most part this has to do with the historical underpinnings of the dark lady, it also reveals 
how dominant postfeminist discourse attaches its own agenda to pre-existing narrative 
conventions. An important research finding is one that relates to subjectivity. As has been 
established, increasingly the perspective of the fille fatale is adopted and the innermost 
psychical machinations of the homme fatal’s mind laid bare. But perhaps what stands out the 
most about these modes of representation is that the postmillennial femme fatale remains an 
enigma. This is exacerbated by the fact that Bridget in The Last Seduction functioned as a 
precursor to female representations involving an adoption of the fatale’s point-of-view. One 
explanation for this involves the earlier identified shift towards a more authentic 
configuration of the spider woman with the classic figure, which has to do with nostalgia for 
a time before second wave feminist activism. Again, this highlights the ways in which 
postfeminist discourse becomes integrated into various genre conventions, affixing its own 
agenda to them. The implications of these findings highlight the importance of ongoing 
research into how postfeminism interacts with various cinematic texts.  
A major finding of my research is that in postmillennial noir other modes of feminist 
discourse exist alongside that of dominant postfeminism. In some instances these provide 
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space for alternative forms of expression. This is the case in Hard Candy and Descent where 
themes central to grrrl postfeminism and third wave feminism are elicited in order to produce 
characters that refuse mainstream modes of construction. As such these texts function as a 
critique of popular cultures prevailing tendencies to align girl power with consumption and 
sexualisation and define race and class through a white, middle-class lens. On other occasions 
contemporary film noir functions as a creative vessel with which to actively critique and 
challenge dominant postfeminist discourse. In the Cut does this by engaging with, and 
speaking back to feminist scholarship on postfeminism in order to confront and challenge 
dominant postfeminist discourse; particularly in relation to the way it functions to dismantle 
the gains of feminism and reinstall traditionalist ideologies about romance and marriage. On a 
less overt level, indications of a critique of prevailing postfeminist discourse emerge in 
relation to the postfeminist man. Though in keeping with Hollywood’s near totalising 
idealisation of paternity he is frequently framed as a loving father, other texts problematise 
this form of representation. In Stoker Charles is a psychopath who has been systematically 
killing off his family since he was a child. As a father figure he seeks to exploit his role by 
nurturing his nieces own murderous tendencies. In Hannibal Abigail’s biological father turns 
on his family in an explosion of violence and her paternal substitute eats her for dinner. These 
depictions align with 1970s horror films such as The Shining and The Amityville Horror. The 
existence of alternative forms of expression points to the existence of a reaction to, or 
backlash against, prevailing postfeminist discourses in film noir, again indicating to the 
importance of ongoing critical research into the field.  
Limitations and Recommendations   
Although this thesis addresses many of the major gaps in current research on the fatal(e) 
figure, offering a more nuanced and holistic interpretation of the character, there are 
nonetheless a number of limitations to the project. The most pronounced is a focus on North 
American productions. In concentrating on a single culture, this project fails to take into 
account the way the fatal(e) figure has evolved in contemporary noir narratives from other 
countries of origin, this is despite neo-noir being a multinational phenomenon. This 
shortcoming is the result of an unavoidable attempt to confine the scope of the project. 
However, a comparative analysis of the way the fatal(e) has developed in international texts 
would make for an interesting and valuable study. The second limitation of this project is the 
omission of an analysis of the garçon fatal. As mentioned in the introduction, the primary 
reason for this is a lack of focus on young men in North American texts. This is not 
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necessarily the case in noir narratives from other countries, again pointing to the fact that an 
analysis of international screen representations would expand on an understanding of the 
character over and above the scope of my own work. A third constraint is that this project 
focuses on cinematic works. Throughout the thesis I demonstrate that characterisations of the 
fatale circulate through televisual as well as cinematic texts, suggesting that these works have 
a rich body of content from which to draw on in regards to the interrelationship between noir 
and dominant postfeminist discourse. However, the crucial differences between film and 
television modes of production mean that these representations cannot be analysed 
interchangeably. My recommendations for future research include taking into deliberation the 
limitations of this current project. Considerable scope for analysis remains in terms of 
comparative investigation into the way the figure manifests in international texts. A 
transnational study would also provide an avenue for research into the garçon fatal — a 
figure that has been effectively disregarded to date. Additionally, I propose that the 
importance of contemporary noir television productions not be overlooked and that an 
analysis of selected series would prove a valuable contribution to existing bodies of research 
in the fields of film noir and feminist scholarship.  
The confines of this project aside, I have demonstrated that the complex iterations of the 
postmillennial fatal(e) have not previously received the attention they warrant. I have 
addressed these shortcomings by providing an expansive analysis of the character that takes 
into account a range of considerations that have so far been overlooked. By critically 
analysing the figure through a socio-cultural lens I have been able to determine the ways in 
which noir acts as a conduit for various discourses. This has not only allowed me to situate 
the femme fatale, fille fatale, and homme fatal in relation to dominant postfeminism but also 
to identify the way noir can function as a critique of prevailing ideologies. Furthermore, by 
tracing themes central to postmillennial noir back through history I have been able to build 
on established interpretations of classic representations of the fatal(e) character.  
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Filmography 
9 ½ Weeks (Adrian Lyne, 1986) 
12 Years a Slave (Steve McQueen, 2013) 
Abandon (Stephen Gaghan, 2002) 
Addiction, The (Abel Ferrara, 1995) 
A Fool There Was (Frank Powell, 1915) 
American Horror Story: Coven (Ryan Murphy and Brad Falchuck, 2013–2014) 
American Psycho (Mary Harron, 2000) 
Amityville Horror, The (Stuart Rosenberg, 1979) 
Animal Kingdom (David Michôd, 2010) 
Anna Christie (Clarence Brown, 1930) 
Are We Officially Dating? (Tom Gormican, 2014) 
Asphalt (Joe May, 1929) 
Baby Doll (Elia Kazan, 1956) 
Baby Face (Alfred F. Greed, 1933) 
Badlands (Terrence Malick, 1973) 
Bad Influence (Curtis Hanson, 1990) 
Basic Instinct (Paul Verhoeven, 1992) 
Bicycle Thieves (Vittorio De Sica, 1948) 
Big Heat, The (Fritz Lang, 1953) 
Big Sleep, The (Howard Hawks, 1946) 
Big Wedding, The (Justin Zackham, 2013) 
Black Angel (Roy William Neil, 1946) 
Black Dahlia, The (Brian De Palma, 2006) 
Blackrock (Steven Vidler, 1997) 
Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982) 
Blonde Venus (Josef von Sternberg, 1932) 
Blue Angel, The (Josef von Sternberg, 1930) 
Blue Gardenia, The (Fritz Lang, 1953) 
Blue Steel (Kathryn Bigelow, 1989) 
Blue Velvet (David Lynch, 1986) 
Body Heat (Lawrence Kasdan, 1981) 
Body of Evidence (Uli Edel, 1993) 
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Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967) 
Bound (Andrew and Lana/Larry Wachowski, 1996) 
Boys, The (Rowan Woods, 1998) 
Brave One, The (Neil Jordan, 2007) 
Brick (Rian Johnson, 2005) 
Bridesmaids (Paul Feig, 2011) 
Bridget Jones’s Diary (Sharon Maguire, 2001) 
Butterfly Kiss (Michael Winterbottom, 1995) 
Call North Side 777 (Henry Hathaway, 1948) 
Camille (George Cukor, 1936) 
Candy (Neil Armfield, 2006) 
Carnal Crimes (Gregory Dark, 1991) 
Carrie (Brian De Palma, 1976) 
Carrie (Kimberly Peirce, 2013) 
Cat People (Jacques Tourneur, 1942) 
Cherry Crush (Nicholas DiBella, 2007) 
Chinatown (Roman Polanski, 1974) 
Chloé (Atom Egoyan, 2009) 
Colombiana (Olivier Megaton, 2011) 
Commando (Mark L. Lester, 1985) 
Conan the Barbarian (John Milius, 1982) 
Conan the Destroyer (Richard Fleischer, 1984) 
Crazy Heart (Scott Cooper, 2009) 
Cruel Intentions (Roger Kumble, 1999) 
Cruising (William Friedkin, 1980) 
Crush, The (Alan Shapiro, 1993) 
Dark Mirror, The (Robert Siodmak, 1946) 
Dead Ringers (David Cronenberg, 1988) 
Death Proof (Quentin Tarantino, 2007) 
Derailed (Mikael Håfström, 2005) 
Descendants, The (Alexander Payne, 2011) 
Descent (Talia Lugacy, 2007) 
Descent, The (Neil Marshall, 2005) 
Detour (Edgar G. Ulmer, 1945) 
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Dexter (Showtime, 2006–2013) 
Devil in a Blue Dress (Carl Franklin, 1995) 
Devil is a Woman, The (Josef von Sternberg, 1935) 
Disclosure (Barry Levinson, 1994) 
Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944) 
Draculas Daughter (Lambert Hillyer, 1936) 
Dragonwyck (Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1946) 
Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde (Herbert Brenon, 1913) 
Edi Dharmam Edi Nyayam (Bapu, 1982) 
Elena Undone (Nicole Conn, 2010) 
Endless Love (Shana Feste, 2014) 
Eternal (Wilhelm Liebenberg and Federico Sanchez, 2004) 
Et Mourir de Plaisir (Roger Vadim, 1960) 
Exorcist, The (William Friedkin, 1973) 
Experiment Perilous (Jacques Tourneur, 1944) 
Farewell, My Lovely (Dick Richards, 1975) 
Fargo (Joel and Ethan Coen, 1996) 
Fatal Attraction (Adrian Lyne, 1987) 
Femme Fatale (Brian De Palma, 2002) 
Flesh and the Devil (Clarence Brown, 1926) 
Freeway (Matthew Bright, 1996) 
Funny Games (Michael Haneke, 1997) 
Gaslight (George Cukor, 1944) 
Gilda (Charles Vidor, 1946) 
Ginger Snaps (John Fawcett, 2000) 
Girl Next Door, The (Luke Greenfield, 2004) 
Girls Gone Wild (Joe Francis, 1999–2009) 
Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, The (Niels Arden Oplev, 2009) 
Girl With the Dragon Tattoo, The (David Fincher, 2011) 
Gray matters (Susan Kramer, 2006) 
Grifters, The (Stephen Frears, 1990) 
Guilty as Sin (Sidney Lumet, 1993) 
Hand That Rocks the Cradle, The (Curtis Hanson, 1992) 
Hanna (Joe Wright, 2011) 
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Hannibal (Brian Fuller, 2013 – present) 
Hansel and Gretel: Witch Hunters (Tommy Wirkola, 2013) 
Hard Candy (David Slade, 2005) 
Haute Tension (Alexandre Aja, 2003) 
Heavenly Creatures (Peter Jackson, 1994) 
High Wall (Curtis Bernhardt, 1947) 
House on 92
nd
 Street (Henry Hathaway, 1945) 
House on Telegraph Hill, The (Robert Wise, 1951) 
Hunger, The (Tony Scott, 1983) 
Hunger Games, The (Gary Ross, 2012) 
Idiot Box (David Caesar, 1996) 
Imagine Me and You (Ol Parker, 2005) 
Insaf Ka Tarazu (Beldev Raj Chopra, 1980) 
Internal Affairs (Mike Figgis, 1999) 
Interview With the Vampire (Neil Jordan, 1994) 
In the Cut (Jane Campion, 2003) 
Into the Woods (Rob Marshall, 2014) 
I Spit on Your Grave (Meir Zarchi, 1978) 
I Spit on Your Grave (Steven R. Monroe 2010) 
I Wouldn’t Be in Your Shoes (William Nigh, 1948) 
Jagged Edge (Richard Marquand, 1985) 
Jennifer’s Body (Karyn Kusama, 2009) 
Jingle All the Way (Brian Levant, 1996) 
Junior (Ivan Reitman, 1994) 
Kate & Leopold (James Mangold, 2001) 
Kick-Ass (Matthew Vaughn, 2010) 
Kick-Ass 2 (Jeff Wadlow, 2013) 
Kids Are Alright, The (Lisa Cholodenko, 2010) 
Kill Bill Volumes I and II (Quentin Tarantino, 2003; 2004) 
Killer Inside Me, The (Michael Winterbottom, 2010) 
Killers, The (Robert Siodmak, 1946) 
Killers, The (Don Siegel, 1964) 
Kindergarten Cop (Ivan Reitman, 1990) 
Kiss Before Dying, A (Gerd Oswald, 1956) 
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Kiss Before Dying, A (James Dearden, 1991) 
Klute (Alan J. Pakula, 1971) 
Lady From Shanghai, The (Orson Welles, 1947) 
Lady on a Train (Charles David, 1945) 
La Fille de L’Eau (Jean Renoir, 1925) 
La Ley del Deseo (Pedro Almodóvar, 1987) 
La Novia Ensangrentada (Vicente Aranda, 1972) 
Last House on the Left, The (Wes Craven, 1972) 
Last House on the Left, The (Dennis Iliadis, 2009) 
Last Seduction, The (John Dahl, 1994) 
Laura (Otto Preminger, 1944) 
Léon: The Professional (Luc Besson,1994) 
Lesbian Vampire Killers (Phil Claydon, 2009) 
Let the Right One In (Tomas Alfredson, 2008) 
Lilya 4-Ever (Lukas Moodysson, 2002) 
Lipstick (Lamont Johnson, 1976) 
Little Annie Rooney (William Beaudine, 1925) 
Little Caesar (Mervyn LeRoy, 1931) 
Lodger: A Story of London Fog, The (Alfred Hitchcock, 1927) 
Lolita (Stanley Kubrick, 1962) 
Lolita (Adrian Lyne, 1997) 
London to Brighton (Paul Andrew Williams, 2006) 
Looking for Mr. Goodbar (Richard Brooks, 1977) 
Lost Highway (David Lynch, 1997) 
Lured (Douglas Sirk, 1947) 
Lust for a Vampire (Jimmy Sangster, 1971) 
M (Fritz Lang, 1931) 
Maleficent (Robert Stromberg, 2014) 
Malicious (Ian Corson, 1995) 
Maltese Falcon, The (John Huston, 1941) 
M*A*S*H (Lary Gelbart, 1972–1983) 
Masquerade (Bob Swaim, 1988) 
Match Point (Woody Allen, 2005) 
Mike Hammer (Studio Television, 1956–1959) 
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Mildred Pierce (Michael Curtiz, 1945) 
Monster (Patty Jenkins, 2003) 
Morocco (Josef von Sternberg, 1930) 
Mr. Brooks (Bruce E. Evans, 2007) 
Mulholland Drive (David Lynch, 2001) 
Murder, My Sweet (Edward Dmytryk, 1944) 
My Name is Julia Ross (Joseph H. Lewis, 1945) 
Naked Kiss, The (Samuel Fuller, 1964) 
Nathalie (Anne Fontaine, 2003) 
Night Eyes (Jag Mundhra, 1990) 
Night Must Fall (Richard Thorpe, 1937) 
Night of the Hunter, The (Charles Laughton, 1955) 
Night Rhythms (Gregory Dark, 1992) 
Nil By Mouth (Gary Oldman, 1997) 
Nosferatu (Friedrich Murnau, 1922) 
Obsessed (Steve Shill, 2009) 
On The Buses (Ronald Wolfe and Ronald Chesney, 1963–1973) 
Orphan (Jaume Collet-Serra, 2009) 
Out of the Past (Jacques Tourneur, 1947) 
Overboard (Garry Marshall, 1987) 
Pacific Heights (John Schlesinger, 1990) 
Peeping Tom (Michael Powell, 1960) 
Persona (Ingmar Bergman, 1966) 
Phantom Lady (Robert Siodmak, 1944) 
Planet Terror (Robert Rodriguez, 2007) 
Play Misty For Me (Clint Eastwood, 1971) 
Poison Ivy (Katt Shea, 1992) 
Postman Always Rings Twice, The (Tay Garnett, 1946) 
Postman Always Rings Twice, The (Bob Rafelson, 1981) 
Presumed Innocent (Alan J. Pakula, 1990) 
Pretty Baby (Louis Malle, 1978) 
Pursued (Raoul Walsh, 1947) 
Queer Eye for the Straight Guy (David Collins and David Metzier, 2003–2007) 
Razor Blade Smile (Jake West, 1998) 
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Rebecca (Alfred Hitchcock, 1940) 
Red-Headed Woman (Jack Conway, 1932) 
Red Rock West (John Dahl, 1993) 
Romper Stomper (Geoffrey Wright, 1992) 
Scarface (Howard Hawk, 1932) 
Scarlet Street (Fritz Lang, 1945) 
Secret Beyond the Door (Fritz Lang, 1947) 
Sex and the City (Darren Star, 1998–2004) 
Sex and the City: The Movie (Michael Patrick King, 2008) 
Sexy Beast (Jonathan Glazer, 2000) 
Shadow of a Doubt (Alfred Hitchcock, 1943) 
Shanghai Express (Josef von Sternberg, 1932) 
She Had to Say Yes (George Amy, 1933) 
Shining, The (Stanley Kubrick, 1980) 
Shock Corridor (Samuel Fuller, 1963) 
Showgirls (Paul Verhoeven, 1995) 
Silence of the Lambs, The (Jonathan Demme, 1991) 
Sin City (Frank Miller and Robert Rodriguez, 2005) 
Single White Female (Barbet Schroder, 1992) 
Sisters (Brian De Palma, 1973) 
Six Feet Under (Alan Ball, 2001–2005) 
Snatch (Guy Richie, 2000) 
Snog, Marry, Avoid (BBC3, 2008–2013) 
Snowtown (Justin Kurzel, 2011) 
Spellbound (Alfred Hitchcock, 1945) 
Spiral Staircase, The (Robert Siodmak, 1945) 
Stagecoach (John Ford, 1939) 
Stepfather, The (Joseph Ruben, 1987) 
Stepford Wives, The (Brian Forbs, 1975) 
Stepford Wives, The (Frank Oz, 2004) 
Stoker (Park Chan-wook, 2013) 
Strange Love of Martha Ivers, The (Lewis Milestone, 1946) 
Stranger, The (Orson Welles, 1946) 
Stranger on the Third Floor (Boris Ingster, 1940) 
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Suburban Mayhem (Paul Goodman, 2006) 
Sucker Punch (Zack Snyder, 2011) 
Sudden Fear (David Miller, 1952) 
Sunset Boulevard (Billy Wilder, 1950) 
Suspicion (Alfred Hitchcock, 1941) 
Sweet Home Alabama (Andy Tennant, 2002) 
Swimfan (John Polson, 2002) 
Taking Lives (J. D. Caruso, 2004) 
Talented Mr. Ripley, The (Anthony Minghella, 1999) 
Taxi Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976) 
Temp, The (Tom Holland, 1993) 
Temptress, The (Fred Niblo, 1926) 
Ten Years Younger (Maverick Television, 2004–Present) 
Terminator (James Cameron, 1984) 
Terminator 2: Judgement Day (James Cameron, 1991) 
There Will be Blood (Paul Thomas Anderson, 2007) 
Thirst (Park Chan-wook, 2009) 
Three Men and a Baby (Leonard Nimoy, 1987) 
Touch of Evil (Orson Welles, 1958) 
Trouble Every Day (Claire Denis, 2001) 
Twins of Evil (John Hough, 1971) 
Twisted (Philip Kaufman, 2004) 
Two Mrs Carrolls, The (Peter Godfrey, 1947) 
Undercurrent (Vincente Minnelli, 1946) 
U Turn (Oliver Stone, 1997) 
Vampire Lovers, The (Roy Ward Baker, 1970) 
Veronica Mars (Rob Thomas, 2004–2007) 
Veronica Mars (Rob Thomas, 2014) 
Vertigo (Alfred Hitchcock, 1958) 
Walking Dead, The (AMC, 2010–Present) 
We’re the Millers (Rawson Marshall Thurber, 2013) 
What to Expect When You Are Expecting (Kirk Jones, 2012) 
Where Has Love Gone (Edward Dmytryk, 1964) 
Wild Things (John McNaughton, 1998) 
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Witches of East End (Maggie Friedman, 2013–Present) 
Woman in the Window, The (Fritz Lang, 1944) 
Woman on the Run (Norman Foster, 1950) 
Wrestler, The (Darren Aronofsky, 2008) 
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